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(Un)Making Deserving Citizens: Education, Activism, and Military Service of 
Undocumented Korean Immigrant Young Adults examines how undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults navigate their liminal status in the United States. Presently, there are 
192,000 undocumented Korean immigrants, a group that makes up the eighth largest 
undocumented population in the United States. While the reality is that one out of seven 
immigrants with Korean heritage are undocumented, their day-to-day experiences remain largely 
unexamined. This stands in stark contrast to the extensive media coverage and research 
conducted on Latinx immigrants. Focusing on the invisibility of the undocumented Korean 
immigrants, my research deconstructs the ways in which the meanings and practices of 
“deserving citizens” have been reassembled and rearticulated through the undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults’ experiences. In particular, I investigate how the notion of deservingness 
is imagined, challenged, and redefined through their education, activism, and military service. 
Through transnational approaches, I argue that the deserving citizens are shaped by kinship, 
ethnic community, and the state, inflected by racism, memories of the Cold War, and the 
militarized modernity of Korea. While analyzing the contradictions of young adults who resist or 
compromise the myth of the model undocumented minority and the notion of an ideal youth-
citizen, I document their genuine contributions to social change, particularly through their 
activism, in an era of increased anti-immigrant legislation. Informed by interdisciplinary insights 
from education policy studies, global studies, ethnic studies, and youth studies, my work expands 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
(Un)Making Deserving Citizens: Education, Activism, and Military Service of 
Undocumented Korean Immigrant Young Adults examines how undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults navigate their liminal status in the United States. Presently, there are 
192,000 undocumented Korean immigrants,1 a group that makes up the eighth largest 
undocumented population in the United States.2 While the reality is that one out of seven 
immigrants with Korean heritage are undocumented,3 their day-to-day experiences remain 
largely unexamined. This stands in stark contrast to the extensive media coverage and research 
conducted on Latinx immigrants. Focusing on the invisibility of the undocumented Korean 
immigrants, my research deconstructs the ways in which the meanings and practices of 
“deserving citizens” have been reassembled and rearticulated through the undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults’ experiences. In particular, I investigate how the notion of deservingness 
is imagined, challenged, and redefined through their education, activism, and military service. 
Through transnational approaches, I argue that the deserving citizens are shaped by kinship, 
ethnic community, and the state, inflected by racism, memories of the Cold War, and the 
militarized modernity of Korea. While analyzing the contradictions of young adults who resist or 
compromise the myth of the model undocumented minority and the notion of an ideal youth-
citizen, I document their genuine contributions to social change, particularly through their 
                                                          
1 “Undocumented AAPIs- Top Five Countries of Origin,” National AAPI DACA Collaborative, 
September 7, 2015, 
https://www.gcir.org/sites/default/files/resources/AAPI%20Undocumented%20Population%20Fact%20S
heet.pdf.  
2 Marc R. Rosenblum and Ariel G. Ruiz Soto, “An Analysis of Unauthorized Immigrants in the United 
States by Country and Region of Birth, ” Migration Policy Institute, August 2015, 
www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/.../Unauth-COB-Report-FINALWEB.pdf. 
3 “Korean Americans and Comprehensive Immigration Reform,” National Korean American Service & 




activism, in an era of increased anti-immigrant legislation. Informed by interdisciplinary insights 
from education policy studies, global studies, ethnic studies, and youth studies, my work expands 
the field of undocumented immigrant studies. 
This research started from my interest in investigating the transnational mobilities and 
immobilities of young adults at the margin of the uneven geography of globalization in the Asia-
Pacific. The wave of globalization has accelerated the worldwide movement of both capital and 
product. Globalization, at the same time, has engendered transnational migrants who altered the 
concept of a one-nation state based membership (Appadurai, 1996). As time and space have 
become compressed due to the development of communications and transportation, these 
changes have become more visible, making globalization a key reality in the 21st century 
(Harvey, 1989). However, while the dominant narratives of globalization studies the upper 
circuits of global capital and hypermobility of the elite group, survival circuits formed by 
individuals in the global south has too often been overlooked (Sassen, 2002, 2008). My analysis 
extends the discussion of survival circuits  to countries like South Korea. Whereas South Korea 
is frequently recognized for its a rapid economic development and citizens who enjoy their 
global mobility, not everyone has benefitted. The central role of global capitalism in the 
domestic economy has pushed many into precarity. In 1997, during the Asian Financial Crisis, 
the country declared a national debt moratorium and was forced to restructure a more precarious 
labor market that no longer offered job protection to workers (Cho, 2008). At the request of the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), South Korea proceeded toward economic deregulation 
through privatization and deregulation of its economy which rendered a massive lay-off of 
workers and the decrease in regular jobs. As a result of these measures, the middle and low-
middle class collapsed (Cho 2015; Song, 2006). The collapse also led to new social problems 
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such as family separations, suicides of the breadwinners, and an increase in the homeless 
population (Borowiec, 2017; Fouser, 2017). Faced with such hardship, some families who were 
intensely impacted by the financial crisis chose to leave South Korea to seek a better future. The 
United States, where the largest population of overseas Koreans resides, was one of the popular 
destinations. My research speaks to the life experiences of these families, particularly, the 
children of the families who migrated to the United States in their childhood or adolescence and 
have become young adults in their 20s and 30s. 
These young adults, who had to leave South Korea with their parents, continued to be 
impacted by global capitalism’s damaging effects on their families even after they arrived in 
cities such as Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York. Most of the young adults entered the United 
States with a tourist visa and then became undocumented when their visa expired after 3 months. 
Some had applied for permanent residential status but either were rejected by the government or 
scammed by their lawyers but remained in the United States now in undocumented status. For 
those who were parents, and others as well, limited opportunities for employment meant they 
were reliant on ties to the Korean community. Due to the language barrier and fear of 
deportation, they settled down in ethnic enclaves where they could communicate in Korean and 
work for Korean business owners, receiving their wages in cash under the table. Many parents 
worked 24 hours a days and 7 days a week in two or three jobs in Koreatown. If the parents had 
siblings or extended families in the United States who had come earlier to the United States, the 
situation was slightly better as they could work for the family business and earn a relatively 
better wage. But due to the legal and social insecurity they experienced as undocumented 
immigrants, they barely entered the middle class. Even if they did not face extreme poverty, they 
still psychologically or financially struggled with their restrictive living conditions. While the 
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parents served those global cities’ economy with their underpaid and undervalued labor at 
delicatessens, cleaners, and nail shops, the daughters and sons were rapidly incorporated into the 
lower class, or if they were lucky, into the lower-middle class, regardless of their former socio-
economic status back in South Korea.        
At the time of my in-depth interviews with my research participants between 2015 and 
2017, the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults—with the exception of other 
interviewees such as their parents, school teachers, senior activists, etc.— ranged in age from 19 
to 35. Some of them had arrived in the United States as two- or three-years-old, some came as 
teenagers. Because they spent their childhood and/or adolescence in the United States, they 
adopted the language, culture, and social norm of the host country in addition to those of South 
Korea from their memories or family. The K-12 education they were able to receive by the 
legacy of Plyer v. Doe enabled them to learn about U.S. history, its society and culture. Like 
their peer group who were U.S. citizens, the undocumented Korean immigrant children and 
youth developed and imagined their dreams based on the expectation they would have a future 
life in the United States. This was natural as they had spent most of their lives in the United 
States. However, at the same time, they continuously faced a sense of confusion and frustration 
in their everyday lives because many were aware there would be obstacles in realizing their 
future dreams due to their legal status. Those research participants who were only told about 
their legal status by their parents while preparing their college applications that required 
information about their nationality and social security number felt even more perplexed, not ever 
having realized before that their dreams might be limited by a lack of documentation. For those 
who had built their sense of belonging and future plans as lawful members of U. S. society, it 
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was difficult for them to accept the sudden shift in their legal status, the upcoming restrictions in 
their lives, and fear of deportation.     
Growing up as undocumented Korean immigrant young adults, my research participants 
felt betwixt and between due to their liminal and precarious living conditions that were 
intertwined with their race, ethnicity, class, and legal status. In the process of identifying 
themselves, they faced various situations where they could not find a complete sense of 
belonging. For instance, they did not see themselves as Korean international students, but neither 
did they feel they belonged in the category of Korean Americans due to their legal status.  
Furthermore, they sensed pressure from the Korean community to satisfy the model Asian 
immigrant minority stereotype, while at the same time they also heard public discourse on 
undocumented immigrants condemning them as ‘the illegals’ and ‘criminals.’ They hoped to 
help their families by achieving upward mobility through their education, but they felt forbidden 
to realize their dreams for their future due to their legal status that could produce discriminatory 
accessibility to their higher education and future employment. Given the multiple conditions that 
positioned the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults between the binary categories of 
‘citizen versus noncitizen,’ ‘foreign versus nonforeign,’ and ‘model immigrants versus 
dangerous immigrants,’ they found themselves caught in the middle of the conflicting definitions 
of newcomers.   
Their confusion of being betwixt and between was amplified by the absence of a policy 
that supported undocumented immigrant young adults and especially the shortage of public 
discourse on the existence of undocumented Asian immigrants. These two factors are still 
unresolved, but the situation was even worse when my research participants were younger. For 
example, between 2000 and early 2012 when many of my research participants were children 
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and/or adolescents in the United States, there was much less institutional support or open 
dialogue on undocumented immigrants compared to today. It was not until June 2012, the year 
when the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) was announced as an executive order 
to provide temporary protection to undocumented immigrant youth and young adults from the 
risk of deportation, that my research participants were gradually able to come out of the shadow 
of silence. DACA granted social security numbers, work permits, and the right to apply for a 
driver’s licenses to certain young undocumented immigrants who satisfied its requirements. 
These measures, with some limitations I discuss later, helped the young undocumented Korean 
immigrants to feel less insecure and vulnerable.  
In addition to the racialized invisibility and vulnerability as undocumented Asian 
immigrants, undocumented Korean immigrant young adults felt huge pressure in their everyday 
lives impacted by their Korean ethnic background. Throughout my interviews, research 
participants often mentioned their desire and anxiety about being a good daughter and son, a 
good student, a good worker, and a good member of the society, and a good citizen in a strong 
connection with the Korean culture and its social norms. Combined with the discourse that 
renders the good immigrants versus bad immigrants, these expectations made the undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults feel more pressure throughout their childhood and adolescence.  
The particular sort of pressures faced by undocumented Korean immigrants gave them 
both a view to what life should be in the U. S. and of the invisible barriers to attaining that life. 
Sunhee’s narrative well reflect such feelings and expected standards. Sunhee is a 27-year-old 
undocumented Korean immigrant from Los Angeles, California. She was born in Seoul and 
came to the United States following his father. He entered the United States with R-1 visa for 
religious workers. As soon as he arrived, he hired a lawyer to obtain green cards for the family. 
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Eight years later, only after the lawyer disappeared, her father realized the lawyer had never 
processed anything. Sunhee was a teenager when her parents informed her that she was 
undocumented. One summer afternoon in June 2016, Sunhee told me about her life as an 
undocumented Korean at a cafe in Koreatown, Los Angeles.  
There is an ‘undocumented Korean box.’ This box is transparent and invisible, so nobody 
knows you are caged. You’ll never get targeted or profiled like Latinx, because “you 
Koreans don’t look like an undocumented.” But there are internal struggles coming from 
[our] Koreanness – our Korean family, Korean values, and Korean beliefs... Sometimes 
you may try to challenge the box of glass, but whenever you reach out your hands to the 
things outside the box, you realize they’re not allowed to you. They will say “no!” to you. 
In the end, you get to learn that staying inside the box might be the best way to protect 
yourself. Because you can’t completely be apart from your family, community, [who] are 
Korean. 
Being a member of an ethnic community and neighborhood where conversations about the 
existence of undocumented immigrants was rarely heard aroused complicated feelings in Sunhee. 
She was never considered an undocumented immigrant like the other immigrants from Latin 
America, which made her feel relieved, but in a way it made her feel more isolated. Yet public 
awareness about undocumented immigrants was scarce, so when people talked about 
undocumented immigrants, it was both to racialize and criminalize ‘illegal Latinos.’ As there 
was a shortage of guidance, resources, and support groups for her to share her fears and seek 
solutions to resolve her concerns, her anxiety increased. Sunhee could not imagine coming out to 
her friends, teachers, or church mentors. Rather, she kept thinking about what could make her a 
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more normal member of the community like the other Korean Americans in her peer group. She 
felt her life was like being stuck in a box made of invisible glass. 
The undocumented Korean box Sunee described is a structure that completely surrounds 
and circumscribes the life of undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. Although they 
cannot ever be separated from the condition of being confined inside the box, their bound status 
has been predominantly invisible to the others. The racialized discourse that posits 
undocumented immigrants as equivalent to Latinx immigrants created an unexpected safety zone 
for undocumented Korean immigrants, a place where they could avoid the routinized profiling or 
suspicion that targeted the Korean students as so-called ‘illegal aliens.’ Ironically, the invisibility 
of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults rendered another fear that stemmed from 
their sense of isolation. For instance, not knowing that other undocumented Korean immigrants 
existed or that resources were available to them, they often regarded their positionality as current 
or potential outcasts from their peer group, community, and society. Numerous undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults mentioned that as adolescents they bore the heavy secret of 
being undocumented, which was often referred to as shameful and dishonorable. In that regard, 
the undocumented Korean box is a frame that not only restrained their legal status but also their 
sense of membership.  
The undocumented Korean box Sunhee described is a structure that completely surrounds 
and circumscribes the life of undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. Although they 
cannot ever be separated from the condition of being confined inside the box, their bound status 
has been predominantly invisible to the others. The racialized discourse that posits 
undocumented immigrants as equivalent to Latinx immigrants created an unexpected safety zone 
for undocumented Korean immigrant youth, a place where they could avoid the routinized 
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profiling or suspicion that targeted the Korean youth as so-called ‘illegal aliens.’ Ironically, the 
invisibility of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults rendered another fear that 
stemmed from their sense of isolation. For instance, not knowing that other undocumented 
Korean immigrants existed or that resources were available to them, they often regarded their 
positionality as current or potential outcasts from their peer group, community, and society. 
Numerous undocumented Korean immigrant young adults mentioned that as adolescents they 
bore the heavy secret of being undocumented, which was often referred to as shameful and 
dishonorable. In that regard, the undocumented Korean box is a frame that not only restrained 
their legal status but also their sense of membership.  
The undocumented Korean box is also connected to the way in which undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults understand and challenge the restrictions. In my research, I 
found undocumented Korean immigrant young adults attempted to overcome their restrictive 
status three ways: their educational achievement, activism, or military service. In the process of 
choosing and practicing different strategies to resolve the barriers such as unlawful legal status, 
closed class mobility, the prohibited right to travel across borders, and a forbidden sense of 
membership, what undocumented Korean immigrant young adults utilized and applied was 
knowledge and social norms significantly based on those of South Korea. However, it does not 
mean they preferred to rely solely on Korean values. Rather, the phenomenon was shaped by 
their living conditions combined with their legal status. As immigrants are not uprooted people 
but move and live within the culture of their (or their parents’) home country, it is natural for the 
1.5 or second-generation Korean immigrants to balance both the culture of South Korea and the 
United States. In this case, the intensity of how the children of Korean immigrants feel about 
each culture varies depending on their family background, living environment, and education. 
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Lacking a social security number, work permit, and driver’s license, most of my research 
participants’ families were not able to separate from the ethnic community. Thus, it was not easy 
for the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults to refuse or ignore the social norms or 
beliefs commonly shared in the Korean American community. Many undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults also pointed out that the racial comparisons the community members 
often voiced about undocumented immigrants pressured them to prove they would be the model 
Korean immigrant, as reflected in Sunhee’s story. 
The Korean culture, its social norms, and their family and community became the 
grounds for undocumented Korean immigrant young adults to develop their striving and hopes 
for their future, but at the same time, it also acted as a source of disappointment or barriers to 
overcome. For instance, while Korean values encouraged them to be more motivated to study 
and achieve high educational goals, they realized they would not be able to realize upward 
mobility in spite of their all effort and achievement. This reality ironically imbued them with an 
even larger sense of hopelessness and deprivation. Furthermore, in their activism, the young 
progressive activists faced a dilemma in the design and practice of their strategy for the 
movement. For instance, in spite of the fact that the young undocumented activists’ motivation to 
conduct expansive activism in support of the rights of undocumented Korean immigrant youth 
who are high-school drop-outs, have committed minor misdemeanors, or identify themselves as 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer, they often had to hide those details. For those who 
aimed to organize the community to support the activism for the undocumented Korean 
immigrants, it was difficult to completely ignore or disrespect the conservative and 
heteronormative norm of the community. To maintain the activism in balance with the ethnic 
community, the activists sometimes found themselves compromising their initial radical 
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activism. Lastly, the stories of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults who decided 
to join the U. S. military service in exchange for legal and cultural citizenship reflect that their 
choice was made and justified not only by the exclusive U. S. immigration system that does not 
provide the path to citizenship to undocumented immigrants, but also by the on-going Cold War 
regime in South Korea that requires conscript military service for young males and the 
legitimization of masculinity and patriotism through military service. In this regard, the 
transnational approaches play an important role in my dissertation in analyzing the narratives of 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. Centering Sunhee’s narratives on the 
undocumented Korean box, I emphasize the significance of paying attention to the life 
experiences of the undocumented ‘Korean’ immigrant young adults. Not only have the voices of 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults been rarely paid attention to in both the public 
and the academy, but their lives before they immigrated have often been ignored. Instead, they 
were broadly called undocumented Asian immigrants, which ended up describing their narratives 
solely in the context of Asian Americans. It is true the undocumented Korean immigrant youth 
who define themselves as members of U. S. society belong in the category of Asian Americans 
per se, or in the process of becoming Asian Americans, but there is a risk of overlooking 
particular conditions and background information that form the distinct experiences of 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults when examining their experiences without a deep 
consideration of their transnational perspectives as recent immigrants from South Korea.  
 My research draws on a 4-year-long qualitative research conducted from 2013 to 2017 in 
multiple locations including Chicago, Los Angeles, New York, Virginia, and Washington, DC. I 
initiated my pilot fieldwork at the Korean Resource Center (hereafter KRC), a Korean American 
immigrant rights organization in Los Angeles’ Koreatown, as a full-time volunteer for the 
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summer in 2013. As time went by, my responsibility and roles increased. I played roles as a 
campaign organizer, summer youth program facilitator, media contact, and translator for ethnic 
media outlets. In particular, I was a campaign coordinator, assistant, or media contact for the 
2013 DREAM Riders Across America, the 2014 Convening for the Undocumented Asian 
Activists, the 2014 Fast for Families, and the 2015 DREAM Riders Across America. I also 
attended numerous rallies, protests, petition drives, community reach outs, and press 
conferences. By contributing to their activism as a native Korean speaker and formal experiences 
working with undocumented migrant workers organizing in South Korea, I was able to 
participate and contribute to the community I was researching.  
Through these engagements, I met numerous community members and organizers, 
undocumented Korean immigrants, and other undocumented immigrants and activists from 
different countries of origin. It also allowed me to connect with three other Korean American 
organizations for immigrant rights, that is, the Hana Center in Chicago, the Minkwon Center in 
New York, and the National Korean American Service & Education Consortium in Annandale, 
Virginia, and people affiliated with them. As they were former or current sister organizations of 
KRC, there were many actions and campaigns that they all worked in collaboration. In addition 
to my commitment as a full-time volunteer at KRC every summer for 3 years between 2013 and 
2016, I was also involved in the other three organizations as a translator, volunteer, and 
campaign coordinator for various programs. Specifically, I stayed in Flushing, Queens for 6 
months in early 2016 and volunteered at the Minkwon Center. I joined campaigns and rallies 
conducted by the aforementioned Hana Center and the National Korean American Service & 
Education Consortium either in the cities where the events were held or was involved as a 
translator via the Internet. Whereas I was called a doctoral student from Illinois at the beginning 
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of my fieldwork, at some point, I was more often called a Korean-Korean sister and a supporter 
of undocumented Koreans and later, a fellow activist. With consent and support from the 
research participants, I conducted in-depth interviews with 122 people including undocumented 
Korean young adults, their parents, community organizers, and non-Korean undocumented 
immigrants. The names used here are pseudonyms except for Ju Hong and Tereza Lee who have 
been featured by multiple national media outlets and wanted their real names put in research. All 
the specific cases of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults’ education, activism, and 
military service in my research are based on the ethnographic data acquired from the multiple 
relationships I formed with my research participants. 
The lived experiences of the unprivileged undocumented Korean immigrant young adults 
who first came to the States with their parents in their childhood reveal the intertwined 
“differences of privilege and struggle” (Berlant & Warner, 1995:344) that stem from the 
racialized discourse of “illegality” concerning certain immigrant groups, the myth of the model 
minority, age-specific features as innocent child-youth, and their excellent achievement in 
education. To some extent, it can be said that the undocumented Korea immigrant young adults 
are privileged because they easily “pass” as non-undocumented immigrants compared to other 
racial groups and receive social security numbers and work permits through the Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), which was not provided to their parents or older siblings. Being 
young and highly educated, they were not viewed as threatening immigrants in their everyday 
lives. Ironically, however, the protective coloration granted to these undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults that allowed them to pass as current or future citizens has engendered an 
increase in feelings of despair rather than relief as they have grown older. The farther they are 
from being a child or youth and the closer they come to entering adulthood, they are not only 
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aware they could be abandoned by the current immigration policy, but also they see the 
infeasibility of education for a better future, a long-standing belief in modern society. They 
realize they are deprived of upward mobility due to their legal status. In contrast to their life 
experiences as having been ostensibly normal and infused with the social and ethno-racial 
imperatives “there will be a better future if you work hard (even if you are undocumented),” the 
reality leaves them feeling betrayed or defeated. In other words, the promise made to them as 
undocumented “child” immigrants infused with the rhetoric of innocence, hope, dreams, and 
happiness as a U. S. citizen is not happening or about to happen. When the fluctuating 
immigration policies on undocumented immigrant youth did not provide a path to citizenship, the 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults experienced a helpless situation that makes them 
either cannot be or should not becoming adult. In spite of their biological and social 
development, sometimes even as late as in their early 30’s, they call themselves or are referred to 
as youth (and DREAMers) regarding their deservingness to be protected from the possibility of 
deportation. This is one of the conditions in the undocumented Korean box, a condition that 
confines them to be forever seen by others and themselves as youth for the purpose of protection 
whether they want it or not. Thus in my research, I sometimes intentionally call my research 
participants ‘youth’ to reflect the predicament they are encountering.  
 Throughout my research, I have experienced how strongly my research participants’ 
narratives on their legal status and everyday lives have altered depending on their life cycle and 
changes in the U. S. immigration policy. While I conducted my research for four years between 
2013 and 2017, my research participants were growing up. I have been meeting about forty 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults out of my entire research participant pool almost 
every year until now. Some of them, who had just graduated from high school in summer 2013 
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when I met them for the first time, have entered college, graduated, and secured jobs while I 
continued my research. Some of them, who were totally indifferent about activism, became 
passionate change makers, were covered by the national media, and were even invited to the 
White House during former president Barak Obama’s administration. Other former youth 
activists have completely left the field of activism as they have become exhausted by the 
unchanging restrictions on immigration. Not that many, but some became naturalized U. S. 
citizens through marriage or military service and several interviewees returned to South Korea 
after realizing they had unhopeful futures in the United States. Nancy Abelmann (2003) argued 
how a researcher can understand the constant change in their research collaborators’ narratives, 
citing her experiences in engaging with middle-aged Korean women for years. Borrowing 
Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1981) discussion on “the language of the day” that “everyday represents 
another socio-ideological semantic ‘state of affairs,’ another vocabulary, another accentual 
system, with its own slogans, its own way of assigning blame and praise (1981:291), Abelmann 
stated, it is important to understand “the dialogic nature of words and language, the infinite webs 
in which they (research collaborators) are caught” (2003:12). Emphasizing the constant change 
in places, people, and heterogenous worlds, she discussed how her work is based on “the 
understanding that in words there are tastes, accents, and various socio-ideological projects to be 
found” (2003:13). Remembering this, I am also trying to find the traces of what Bakhtin and 
Ablemann called the socio-ideological system that coheres in my research participants’ dynamic 
narratives that were never the same among them; even within one person it depended on time 
and place. Moreover, it is necessary to specify that my research is on the undocumented Korean 
immigrant youth of a particular generation, and of particular times, and that those times changed 




Following my introductory chapter, I review existing the literature, explain the research 
methodology, indicate my major findings, and conclude the dissertation. In Chapter 2, I review 
the theories and existing studies related to the themes of my research. First, I analyze post-war 
South Korean society (1952 to current) in relation to  globalization and its impact on Korean 
families – both the parents and the young adults’ –understanding of the value of education, 
political participation, and military service. By chronicling the rapid modernization of South 
Korea in connection with the rise and fall of the new middle class, I trace the motivation of the 
undocumented Korean immigrant families’ immigration to the United States and the background 
of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults’ choice regarding education, activism, and 
military service that will be discussed in chapters 4, 5, and 6. Second, I investigate the contents 
and implications of the two representative immigration policies on undocumented immigrant 
youth, the DREAM Act and DACA. In particular, I analyze how the two proposed or practiced 
policies reproduce the notion of the ideal youth-citizen and strengthen the idea of the “deserving” 
immigrant. This narrative has been challenged by undocumented immigrant activists eager to 
champion inclusive immigration policies and willing to criticize the shortcomings in 
retrogressive laws. Lastly, I examine how undocumented Korean immigrant young adults are 
positioned in immigration debates and coverage. Particularly, I reveal how much the public 
discourse, media coverage, and even academic research have been concentrated on the cases of 
undocumented Latinx youth and their struggles in connection with racialization of the 
undocumented immigrants in the United States. In doing so, I show how the undocumented 
Korean/Asian immigrant young adults’ experiences have been ignored or represented combined 
with model minority myth.  
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 Chapter 3 addresses my use of qualitative research methodology and challenges related to 
studying those who were undocumented at the time of this study. In particular, I pay attention to 
the critical feminist scholars’ epistemology on the value of qualitative research from the 
perspectives of valuing intersectionality in social science research. Considering my research 
participants have narratives formed at the intersections of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, 
class, and legal status, I argue that qualitative research is the methodology that works best for 
this research. I also discuss the challenge and implication of conducting qualitative research on 
vulnerable young adults. By reviewing existing arguments on the value and risk of researching 
the young adults’ issue through in-depth interviews and participant observation, I reveal how I 
encountered and overcome the complicated issues throughout my four-years of field research. I 
also discuss my positionality as a non-native outsider researcher, while addressing the difficulties 
and implications throughout my reflections during my fieldwork experiences. 
In chapter 4, “Education as the Key to Redemption,” I analyze the meaning of education 
among undocumented Korean immigrant young adults and their families. I particularly focus on 
how the value of education was believed to signal their children’s deservingness to live in the 
United States and achieve a better future. In doing so, I unpack the way in which the value of 
education is shaped by race, ethnicity, class, and legal status and intersections of those 
categories. Through paying attention to the power that renders the notion of the ideal youth-
citizen for the purpose of sustaining the reproductive future of the state, I analyze the shifting 
desire and anxiety of undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. Especially, by applying a 
transnational approach in understanding the complicated meaning of education, I demonstrate 
that the undocumented young adults’ perception on education is constructed and transformed not 
only by what the new country finds palatable, but also by the Korean cultural and social norm 
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that are held by their parents and ethnic community. Moreover, I explore their experiences in K-
12 and higher education. While they strived for better performance, they consistently faced 
multiple challenges due to the invisibility of undocumented Korean and Asian immigrants, their 
parents’ lack of information about the U.S. education system, and the shortage of resources and 
support throughout their years of education in the 2000s. Then I will discuss the recent 
phenomenon that is the increase in the sense of futurelessness and the undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults’ consideration for the return migration from the United States to South 
Korea. 
 In chapter 5, “At the Crossroads of Change: Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, 
Undocumented Korean Young Adults’ Participation on Activism, and Un-ended Challenges,” I 
investigate undocumented Korean young adults’ participation in their activism for immigration 
reform. Their political participation ignited by the proposed DREAM Act in 2001 became more 
visible and vibrant when the DACA program was initiated in 2012. This chapter consisted of 
three parts. Firstly, I present the story of Tereza Lee, an undocumented Korean pianist from 
Chicago, Illinois, who inspired Senator Dick Durbin to propose the DREAM Act and how she 
influenced other undocumented Korean young adults to break their silence and become activists 
before DACA was announced. Her story also reveals how undocumented Korean activists 
interpret the discriminatory discourse on undocumented immigrants and embrace the myth of 
“model immigrants” within their ethnic community. Secondly, I analyze their activism during the 
DACA era between 2012 and 2017. I highlight the impact that DACA has had in promoting the 
political participation of undocumented Korean young adults and the potential challenges. 
Particularly, focusing on the rallies, campaigns, and youth programs organized and run by 
undocumented Korean activists in Chicago, the District of Columbia/Virginia, Los Angeles, and 
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New York, I analyze how the activists expanded their frame of activism through collaboration 
and solidarity with other immigrants groups from different racial, ethnic, and citizenship 
backgrounds. Lastly, I argue the restrictions and limitations of undocumented Korean activism. 
Through the narratives of the undocumented Korean activists who once had been active 
members of the movement, or who are currently involved in the activism, I analyze what 
tensions, barriers, and limitations they have experienced and how those components were shaped 
at the intersection of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and legal status.   
 In chapter 6, “The Magic of Militarized Citizenship: The Mobility of Undocumented 
Korean Immigrant Young Adults, Family, and the State,” I pay attention to the given 
infeasibility of the idea that education ensures a better future—a long-standing belief in modern, 
(post)industrial societies such as Korea and the United States—by specifically examining how 
feelings of resignation based upon futurelessness have shaped the undocumented Korean young 
adults’ (in)voluntary participation in the MAVNI program. In specific, this chapter examines the 
four overarching concerns. First, how is the recent emergence of the seductive military program 
reconfiguring the condition of being desirable citizens and how is it synergized by the 
undocumented Korean families who have the sense of intimacy towards the U. S. military and 
military service due to the memory of Korean War and South Korea’s compulsory military 
system? I document the ways in which the United States and South Korea have historically 
legitimized young adults’ participation in the military service as a demonstration of morality, 
loyalty, and patriotism in association with the security and perpetuity of the state in the context 
of war and militarism. Second, how is the motivation of male and female undocumented Korean 
young adults to apply for the MAVNI program constructed differently and how is it affected by 
the heteronormative and patriarchal ideology of both Korean community and the U. S. society? I 
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pay attention to the process of the decision-making process for joining the U. S. military among 
the undocumented Korean applicants, centering on their gender and sexuality. By analyzing the 
narratives of the undocumented Korean applicants with different gender and sexuality 
backgrounds, I reveal the gendered role expectations they received from their parents and ethnic 
communities and how these expectations were shaped by the legacy of the Korean War, 
militarism, and the patriarchal system. Third, what are other elements that inspired the 
undocumented Korean young adults to consider voluntary enrollment? In addition to the desire 
to resolve their legally and financially insecure life conditions by obtaining U. S. citizenship and 
utilizing the benefits guaranteed by the MAVNI program, the undocumented Korean applicants 
had various reasons and expectations for their new future offered through the program. By 
unpacking their narratives on the “real America,” “the illegals” or “the patriot,” I analyze how 
their desires and hopes were conditioned by cultural representation and public discourse. Fourth, 
whose magic is the militarized citizenship and what will come next beyond the magic? 
Addressing these questions, I argue that the predicament the undocumented Korean young adults 
experience exposes the unspoken intersections of the past and present: the Cold War regime and 
militarized modernity of South Korea and the neoliberal and U. S imperialist immigration system 
in the global era.  
 To conclude, I address the contributions and limitations of my research in addition to the 
vision for revisiting the meaning of education, activism, and militarism through the lens of the 
struggles experienced by the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. While not only has 
the immigration system not been fixed but also even the anti-immigration discourse has 
increased in relation to the change in the administration during recent years, the undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults’ battle around the three fields are presently progressive rather 
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than being concluded. Even at this moment, my research participants’ efforts to achieve a more 
humane condition in which to live their lives without the fear of deportation and being outcasts 
are currently underway. Addressing how the narratives and given situations of the undocumented 
Korean immigrant youth are constantly and dynamically changing even right now due to the 
changes in the U. S. immigration policy, I conclude my dissertation by suggesting the conditions 
for respecting the rights and will of the undocumented Korean immigrant youth who want to 
















CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Globalization and Education 
The wave of globalization is accelerating the worldwide movement of capital and people. 
Greater flexible transformations have been made not only in the labor process, but also in the 
labor markets, consumption patterns, and cultural codes. Globalization, at the same time, has 
given birth to transnational migrants who altered the concept of a one-nation state based on 
territorial boundaries (Appadurai, 1996). As time and space have become compressed due to the 
development of communications and transportation (Harvey, 1989), these changes have become 
more visible, making globalization a key reality in the 21st century. The field of education has not 
been an exception to this trend.  
 In education, globalization is defined as the reality formed by an increasingly integrated 
world economy, new information and communications technology, the emergence of an 
international knowledge network, the role of the English language, and other forces beyond the 
control of academic institutions (Altbach, Reisberg & Rumbley, 2000, p. 7; Altbach, 2007). 
Recently, student mobility has been cited as one of the most conspicuous phenomenon of 
globalization (Streitwieser, 2014). UNESCO estimated that in 2007 more than 2.8 million 
students were studying outside of their home countries, and the research predicted that roughly 8 
million students might study abroad by 2020 (UNESCO, 2008). Many scholars are paying 
attention to this remarkable trend and are considering the pace, directions, and outcomes of 
student mobility as a global social phenomenon that is impacted by a intertwined interaction of 
complex push and pull factors (Choudaha & De Wit, 2014).  
 Two theoretical approaches have been primarily applied by scholars to explain the rapid 
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increase in student mobility: (a) the human capital theory, and (b) transnationalism. The human 
capital theory, classically posits that the cost for education and training should be regarded as an 
investment because it can bring increased occupational opportunities and wages (Becker 1964). 
This theory, however, has expanded its assertion to include the requirements of the global 
economy and the competitive benefit of individuals, corporations, and even nations within the 
transnational context (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, p. 80). It assumes that each agent behaves 
according to the economic self-interest of individuals (or corporations and nations) in free 
competitive markets. Since it not only is based on the premise that economic development and 
differential benefits are solely decided by the degree of investment in human capital, and also 
considers that all individuals are equally free to choose, the theory has been the subject of much 
debate and criticism.   
 However, as the hegemony of education started to change the late 1980s based on market 
fundamentalism (Soros, 1998) and the discourse on knowledge economy (Kenway et al., 2006), 
the new human capital theory has strengthened rather than weakened. According to Rizvi and 
Lingard (2010), the theory not only initiated the reform of the educational governance systems, 
but it also called for a reconceptualization of the very purposes of education. For instance,  
OECD has suggested that the advances in information and communication technologies 
have so transformed the nature of knowledge production and utilization, the organization 
of work and labour relations, modes of consumption and trade, and patterns of cultural 
exchanges, that education now needs to produce different kinds of persons who are better 
able to work creatively with knowledge, are flexible, adaptable and mobile, are globally 
minded and interculturally confident and are lifelong learners (Rizbi & Lingard, 2010, pp. 
80; OECD 1996). 
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It meant that education can no longer be valued merely for the sake of learning but should be 
related to the instrumental goal of human capital development and economic self-maximization. 
As the barriers for crossing nations’ border eased, people became active in accumulating social 
and cultural capital by earning degrees and certificates from more prestigious institutions and 
universities abroad. Moreover, studying abroad sometimes guaranteed additional citizenship in 
the foreign country. Thus, more people began to join the flow of seeking degrees outside of their 
home country. Individuals realized that the flexibility, mobility, and repositioning in relation to 
markets and governments allowed them to accumulate capital and power (Ong, 1999), and these 
two factors became the compelling motives that accelerated the student mobility.   
 In addition to the human capital theory, transnationalism has been another frame to 
explain the vast border-crossing practice of students. After the Chicago School of Urban 
Sociology focused on international population mobility in the 1920s and 1930s, numerous 
studies began to pay attention to immigration and its impacts on urban areas as well as nation-
states (Waters & Brooks, 2012, p. 24). In this tradition, immigration was broadly understood as a 
linear movement of people from a ‘country of origin’ to a ‘host country.’ In contrast, 
transnationalism proposed a new way of perceiving migration, one which dismantles the 
distinction between home and host countries and highlights the expanded space of nation-state 
borders, in other words, the ‘transnational social field.’ For example, Linda Basch, Nina Glick 
Schiller, and Christina Szanton Blanc (1994) who introduced the theorizations of 
transnationalism describe,   
the process by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that 
link together their societies of origin and settlement. We call these processes 
transnationalism to emphasize that many immigrants today build social fields that cross 
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geographic, cultural and political borders. Immigrants who develop and maintain multiple 
relationships – familial, economic, social, organizational, religious, and political – that 
span borders we call ‘transmigrants.’ As essential element of transnationalism is the 
multiplicity of involvements that transmigrants sustain in both home and host societies 
(Basch, Glick Schiller, & Blanc, 1994, pp. 7).   
This approach to transnationalism was welcomed by scholars because it emphasized the social 
relations of migrants rather than considering migrants as uprooted people and argued that 
migration is a ‘bottom-up’ process (Portes, 1999). Furthermore, by focusing on the agency of 
individuals and the issue of the identity of people who move (Vertovec, 2001), the theory was 
widely accepted by scholars conducting research on international student mobility. Based on 
transnationalism, the movement of students could be considered not solely as the act of 
consuming educational resources or being impacted by unavoidable flow of globalization, but as 
active practice of desire of self-realization accompanied by the embedded movement of meaning 
and the experiences of agents’ lives (Ley, 2010). Along with the human capital theory, these 
approaches to transnationalism have helped us to understand and analyze the new dynamics in 
globalization, education, and the moving students.  
 As a result of the explosive rise of international student mobility and the development of 
theories analyzing the new global phenomenon, South Korean students have received attention 
from many scholars. South Korea has been one of the world’s biggest sending countries, 
exceeded in the number of students abroad only by China and India. In particular, 73,351 South 
Korean students were registered in higher education institutions in the United States in the 2010-
2011 academic year and accounted for almost 10% of the total international student body (ICEF 
Monitor, 2013). Comparing the size of the total population of South Korea (48 million) to the 
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other top sending countries of international students such as China (1.32 billion) and India (1.13 
billion), it was clear that South Korean students were more likely to be involved higher education 
in the United States (The World Back, 2010). Reflecting this given reality, numerous researches 
in the fields of globalization and education have investigated the experiences of South Korean 
international students in the United States.  
 However, it is relatively unknown that there is another group of young people who were 
born in South Korea and moved to the United States. These young people enrolled in K-12 as 
well as higher education in the United States like their peers (South Korean international 
students), but this group has never being researched by globalization and education scholars; 
they are undocumented Korean immigrant young adults now in their 20s. Differing from the 
South Korean international students who are from the middle-upper class and hold “F-1 visas” 
that legally guarantees their right to stay in the United States, these undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults mostly immigrated to the United States as children with their parents 
due to the financial hardship and the dire employment situation in South Korea.  
 
“Illegal” immigrants and undocumented Korean American youth 
Immigration from the global South to the wealthiest nation-states has formed a great flow 
since the post-World War II era (Sassen, 1998; De Genova, 2002). While individuals in previous 
times were protected and registered as citizens affiliated with a nation state, vast numbers of 
individuals in current times are crossing national borders and have a questionable and unstable 
residency and nationality status. As the trend continued, this phenomenon accounted for the 
sizable number of undocumented immigrants along with documented immigrants in almost every 
western nation (Sassen, 1999; Gleeson, & Gonzales, 2012). Through long-term residency or 
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continuous migration, these undocumented populations are changing the traditional concept of 
national citizenship. They are mostly employed in unskilled, low-paying jobs that are not 
preferred among the host countries’ citizens but are required for maintaining the economic 
system in these advanced countries. Thus, the reliability of the undocumented immigrants has 
been argued in terms of the efficiency of value. In the face of the rapid expansion of neoliberal 
regimes, such awareness is becoming more pervasively diffused. 
 According to Harvey’s definition, neoliberalism is  
a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be 
advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an 
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and 
free trade.” (Harvey 2005, p. 2; Aguirre & Simmers, 2011, p. 3).  
On the surface, it seems that this system would erase the existing barriers in terms of the classical 
concept of borders in nation-states. Whereas the movement of information, goods, and 
technology can be exchanged more freely, the movement of humans has been regulated 
depending on the movement of individuals’ political or economic status. In case of the United 
States, with the September 11, 2001 attacks as a rationale, border security has remarkably been 
strengthened. As a result, not only has it motivated a racialization, but also has strengthened the 
distinction between who is a real American and who is “foreign,” or who is a real citizen and 
who is a noncitizen (Maira, 2004). It has given birth to ‘deportability’, a resource that nation 
states use to exercise power, legislation, economic interests (De Genova, 2002). The hardening 
of national boundaries has created categories of exclusion, and the revised laws have caused an 
active process of inclusion through illegalization. 
 In a similar vein, a recent report reveals that the unauthorized population in the United 
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States numbers about 11.1 million, including an estimated 1.1 million children under the age of 
18 (Passel & Cohn, 2010; Gleeson & Gonzales, 2012).  If we consider the number of 
undocumented children and young adults under the age of 24, brought by their parents when they 
were very young, often before school age, the size of population is approximately 3.2 million, 
which is about one-fourth of the total undocumented population in the United States (Hoefer, 
Rytina, & Baker, 2009). As approximately three-quarters (71%) of the undocumented immigrants 
in the United States are from Latin America (Perez, 2012), the issue of the undocumented has 
been widely considered as a Latina/o issue until now. In contrast, the existence of undocumented 
Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders has not been recognized as much in academic research.  
Moreover, undocumented Korean immigrants is a population that has not been the focus by the 
country. 
 One out of seven Koreans in the United States (14%) is considered undocumented, and 
the estimated population of undocumented Koreans is 192,000 (National AAPI DACA 
Collaborative, 2015). Of all the populations including Latinx from central and South American, 
undocumented Korean immigrants remain the eighth largest undocumented population in the 
United States (Pew Research Center, 2012). The routes of how the immigrants from South Korea 
became undocumented are varied. Some overstayed after their tour visas that expired three 
months after their arrival to the United States, whereas others were scammed by fake 
immigration lawyers or were betrayed by their sponsors who were supposed to support them 
until the immigrants achieved their green cards. However, rather than recognizing and accepting 
that they were also victims of a scam or the global poverty system, they have internalized a 
heavy guilt and this has become their major attitude about their legal status. Thus “being 
undocumented” had to be kept an absolute secret in and out of the ethnic community, that is, the 
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Korean American communities.    
Based on these given conditions, it has been difficult for undocumented Korean 
immigrants to reveal their difficulties and stories to the public. The situation has created a type of 
invisibility. However, some undocumented Korean immigrant young adults have chosen to come 
out from the shadows and speak out to the world about their desires and anxieties. I discuss more 
about the undocumented Korean immigrant activism in the chapter five.  
 
Cosmopolitanism and Undocumented Korean Immigrant Youth 
The concept of cosmopolitanism has been introduced in different ways and reflected 
contesting images. One thing that is obvious, however, is that the discussion surrounding 
cosmopolitanism has been always linked to the idea of nation-states (Abdelhalim, 2010). 
Specifically, normative debates on contemporary cosmopolitanism have been rooted in the term 
“citizen of the world” (Rizvi, 2005) that questions one’s general attitude and understanding 
toward the boundary of a nation-state, which has been a given and non-negotiable condition for 
people for a long time. Cosmopolitanism, in the sense of being a citizen of the world, refers to an 
individual who considers the whole world as his or her polity, a person who is open to other 
cultures, and free from national prejudices. However, at the same time, there has been another 
approach to cosmopolitanism that is contrary to the previous view. This view argues that 
cosmopolitanism indicates, in negative way, someone who is rootless and disloyal to his or her 
nation and does not take sincerely their fundamental duties to their own community, tribe, or 
nation (Rizvi, 2005, p. 87).  
 As globalization accelerated and people’s movement over borders increased, the 
discussion on cosmopolitanism started to include individuals’ mobility. In particular, the mobility 
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of elites who had the economic and cultural capital to cross the borders of nation states appeared 
remarkable. Calling these elites “tourists” who contribute to the consumer economy, Zigmunt 
Bauman pointed out that the mobile tourists are increasingly cosmopolitan and they dismantle 
the world’s commodities, capital, and finances as well as level the state borders (Bauman, 1998, 
p. 89). For a similar reason, the increase in international student mobility, which is practiced by 
students from the middle-upper class, has been paid attention to as well.  
 In terms of cosmopolitanism research in higher education, international students were 
considered not only as assets that supplement the insufficient budgets of universities, but also as 
mediums who can contribute to energizing the cultural exchange and international education for 
domestic students in the United States. This group, who has unhindered access to global 
educational resources and who temporarily dwells in a foreign country as well as flying back and 
forth to their mother country, led to the idea of a “traveling culture” suggested by James Clifford 
(1997). A traveling culture refers to that cultural form of travel that is not exclusive to national 
boundaries. Moreover, it is the process of developing multiple attachments and accommodating 
new norms gained by imagining oneself as belonging to more than one place at the same time.  
 However, there has been also concern about the bias in cosmopolitanism that is 
concentrated on only the rich travelers. That is, in spite of the fact that the cross-border mobility 
of students is a core phenomenon of the internationalization of higher education and has 
compelling economic and academic implications, scholars pointed out that it should not be 
overlooked that this flow is more of a result of market forces than government or institutional 
sponsorship, which implies that student mobility is processed as trade rather than aid (Li & Bray, 
2007, p. 291-292). Craig Calhoun (2002) also argues that the cosmopolitanism of the “frequent 
travelers” does not cover the growing inequities and limitations in the conditions to initiate the 
31 
 
solidarity and collective choices for global justice.  
 Considering that cosmopolitanism traditionally postulates the significance of ethical 
values and principles relevant to all human beings, regardless of nationality, race, ethnicity, 
culture, and religion, it is necessary to examine whether the current cosmopolitanism sufficiently 
reflects the moral and political issues. The problem is that if the discussion for cosmopolitanism 
in higher education does not move forward to emancipatory cosmopolitanism it would not 
consider the unequal sides of the phenomenon. We need to remember that cosmopolitanism 
matters “if it offers an emancipatory perspective, in which emancipation refers to what is 
relevant and of benefit to the world majority (Pieterse, 2006, p. 1248).” In other words, it could 
be said that cosmopolitanism in the current era could be emancipatory only if it contributes to 
rebalancing corporate, political and social globalization. Then, where and from whom can we 
find the case that embeds the seeds of emancipatory cosmopolitanism in 21st century in the field 
of education and students? 
 The activism of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults, which reveals the 
struggle for morality and politics of the unprivileged people who are not allowed to enjoy their 
right to move, would be worth examining. This group are comprised of the young adults who are 
actively intervening in their given life conditions, such as confronting the issues of their 
restricted legal status, mystified racial stereotype, and economic difficulties. The everyday life 
that they have faced is contrary to that of the international students who comprise the global flow 
of student mobility. Zigmunt Bauman (2000)’s assertion that the movement of marginalized 
people are either not welcomed or silenced by societies, whereas the mobility of elites is valued, 
reflects the contradictory reality of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults and that 
of international students in the United States. 
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Travelling for profit is encouraged. Travelling for survival is condemned...The 
globalized world is a hospitable and friendly place for tourists, but inhospitable and 
hostile to vagabonds. The latter are barred from following the pattern that the first have 
set. But that pattern was not meant for them in the first place. (Bauman, 2002, p. 84) 
 Reflecting this reality, Peter Nyers (2003) suggested the concept of “abject 
cosmopolitanism” to describe the life of unwelcomed immigrants. According to him, the abject 
are individuals who are cast out, discarded, and rejected in the era of globalization. He further 
explains that the abject have been jettisoned, forced out into a life of displacement, whereas the 
elite cosmopolitans are able to own a home anywhere (p. 1073). Similarly, Sheldon Pollock 
mentioned that some cosmopolitans are “often the victims of modernity, failed by capitalism’s 
upward mobility, and bereft of these comforts and customs of national belonging (Pollock, 2002, 
p. 6).”  These approaches by scholars opened the path to reconsider the issue of inequality and 
poverty of people that are rarely mentioned in the discourse on cosmopolitanism.  
 However, this approach is insufficient in that it could confine the undocumented people 
to the fixed image of victim. Although victimization reflects the reality, it would be dangerous if 
it unintentionally contributes in reproducing the stereotype of the undocumented as people who 
are passive, lethargic, and hopeless. In this regard, it is meaningful to pay attention to the 
activities of the undocumented Korean immigrant activists who locate themselves as active 
analysts of their everyday life that has been constructed by global and local politics, and who are 
attempting to negotiate with the restrictions rather than remaining silent. 
 In the discussion on cosmopolitanism, it has been always an issue about how to designate 
the boundary of people’s civic or public concern (Rizvi, 2005). Specifically, some scholars have 
insisted that we should be citizens of the world, whereas other scholars have claimed that 
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people’s moral and political engagement needs to be more rooted in their particular community 
of the local. As the world is globalized and social issues are transcending the boundaries of 
nation states, the debate began to emerge more strongly. Martha Nassbaum (1999), one of the 
most representative theorists on cosmopolitanism, was skeptical regarding the traditional form of 
patriotism. She argued that it is likely to reproduce the unconditional and exclusive preferences 
for one’s nation and leads individuals to leave their affiliations for other communities outside 
their country. In contrast, scholars such as Richard Rorty (1999) emphasized that l the national 
context is still important because it is the place where the ideals of moral life are rooted and 
practiced. Stuart McIntyre (1985) also asserted that the fundamental engagement and change in 
moral and political transformation can be possible in the local attachments by being involved 
with a specific neighbors and communities. 
 It is difficult to stipulate whether the claim for transcending national boundaries is 
correct, or the other insistence that being grounded in one’s local community would be the most 
appropriate means to initiate the ideal practice of cosmopolitanism. Rather, it might require us to 
create a balance between the local and the global in this interconnected world where the 
economy, culture, and politics are being constructed and expanding across the boundaries of 
nation states. In this regard, the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults’ attempt to be 
engaged with other marginalized people not only in their local context, but also in the 
transnational level is remarkable. Although they have barely been regarded as the subjects of 
cosmopolitanism in the field of education compared to the elites group who have conformed to 
the international student mobility by consuming educational resources and diverse cultures 
without restriction in their right to move, it could be said that the undocumented Korean 
immigrant activists are the people who actually are carrying the mindfulness of human dignity 
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and globally relevant ethics.  
 It is clear that the original ideal of cosmopolitanism was taking aim at its emancipatory 
functions that can provide analytic discourse for moral and ethical issues existing among 
individuals and societies. If the mainstream discourse in cosmopolitanism is more focused on the 
instrumental form of student mobility and their disembodied cosmopolitanism that is neither 
substantially engaged with the local community of the foreign country, nor with the neighbors in 
their own in their mother country, the political practices of the undocumented Korean immigrant 
young adults who are physically deprived of freedom to go abroad, and have been feared 
deportation, provide us another window to re-examine the implication of cosmopolitanism. By 
locating them as embodied, grounded subjects of cosmopolitanism, we could challenge the 













CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN 
 
My research investigates the education, activism, and military service of undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults and its implication (re)constructed at the intersection of legal 
status, race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, and socio-economic status. I attempt to do this 
analysis based on the research data that is acquired by qualitative research methodology. 
Considering that oppression is “not a singular process or a binary political relation, but is better 
understood as constituted by multiple, converging, or interwoven systems” (Carastathis, 2014, p. 
304), it is significant to pay attention to marginalized people’s social, geographic, historical, and 
cultural location (Weber, 2001) and its intertwined linkage to veiled power. In this regard, 
feminist scholars who have focused on women’s lives as an underrepresented group have 
conceptualized terms such as a “matrix of domination” (Collins, 1990), “complex inequality” 
(McCall, 2011), or “intersectional” (Crenshaw, 1991) to question the given nature of social 
oppression and inequality (Choo & Ferree, 2010, p. 129). In particular, recently the concept of 
intersectionality has been actively argued and applied by scholars to analyze emerging 
phenomenon in the globalized era. 
 Before I argue the significance of the term intersectionality as a research frame and the 
implication of qualitative research methodology to practice the framework, it is important to 
understand how and why the intersectional approach can contribute to a complex and nuanced 
understanding of undocumented Korean immigrants’ experiences and aspirations. As they 
navigate the hopes of transnational communities and mobilize around the limitations of law and 
policy, they help us to understand how shifting contexts of value are experienced. I would like to 
highlight particularly two things here as below.  
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 First, it is important to take into account that my informants have been raised in at least 
two different countries such as South Korea and the United States (e.g., some immigrated to 
Latin America first and then moved to the United States), that not only their physical location, 
but also the social norms, institutions, and their identity were not formed by a single factor. For 
instance, it is significant to understand their life experiences as being formed by more than 
exposure to two nation-state relationships (Glick-Schiler, Basch, & Blanc-Szanton, 1995) and to 
scrutinize the transnational social domains that enable these young adults to become the 
middlemen of the host and home country or establish themselves as transnational agents (Levitt 
& Waters, 2002). These engagements do not interfere with the adaptation process and need not 
be considered as new forms of nationalism because their transnational activities are likely to be 
the result of recursive occurrences between settlement and immigration. Undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults, who have not received guaranteed residential status, are closely 
connected with transnational territories by their families in the United States as well as some in 
South Korea, the ethnic community, and the Internet and mass media that help them access the 
current news and popular culture of Korean society. Thus, the attempt to study and research the 
stories of undocumented Korean immigrants needs to be conducted through the lens that allows a 
researcher to expand her or his scope to multiple intertwined and intricate variables. In doing so, 
the research is more likely to catch and read the dynamic and interactive practice of 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults to intervene in the given restrictions, and 
negotiate the oppression.  
 Secondly, in addition to focusing on the transnationality of the life experiences of 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults, I pay attention to the implication of education in 
their life. It is well known that school is a place for children to be socialized for the first time. 
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When it comes to the children of the undocumented immigrants, it means more than that, 
because their school experience is very closely related to the process of identifying 
herself/himself as undocumented immigrants. Since 1982 Plyer vs. Doe has guaranteed the right 
to education for all children regardless of their legal status in the United States, thus many of the 
undocumented Korean immigrant students can enroll in K-12 without recognizing the 
problematic side of their legal status. However, as they start preparing for college in their junior 
or senior year in high school, they face the reality that restricts their life. The college application 
asking for a social security number and the legal status of the applicant has been a turning point 
for many of my informants when they learn they are undocumented for the first time.  
Not only does this mean they recognize their restrictions due to their legal status, but also 
it means they are not able to apply for in-state tuition fees as well as government scholarships 
and loans. Many undocumented Korean immigrant young adults are from the lower class; their 
parents are not in a position to take out a loan or apply for financial aid from a university or the 
government. In many cases, this reality directly leads undocumented Korean immigrant young 
adults to have difficulties in accessing or completing their higher education and, in the worst 
cases, this situation makes them less motivated or even causes them to give up. Considering that 
they are from Korean families who are famous for their educational fever, these restrictive 
conditions become a double burden for undocumented Korean immigrant young adults because it 
prohibits them from experiencing educational achievement and fulfilling their parents’ 
expectations and hopes that have been the biggest motivation for parents to endure lifelong harsh 
times and hard work. These unique characteristics of their experience require multiple 
approaches to the implication of education for undocumented Korean immigrant young adults 
along with the issue of their legal status, ethnic features, as well as economic want, and confirm 
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that an intersectional approach is essential in this research. Education, which is a starting point 
for the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults to prove they deserve to be good U. S. 
citizens and to reward their parents’ sacrifice as model daughters and sons, is also closely 
connected to their decision to join either activism or military service when they realize their 
educational achievement does not guarantee a better future for them or their family. 
 My work also adds complexity to intersectional frameworks by exploring how 
transnational contexts add another layer to people’s experiences. According to Dill and 
Zambrana (2009), intersectionality is an analytical strategy that can lead researchers to practice a 
systematic approach to explore human life and behavior embedded in the experiences and 
struggles of marginalized people. The term “intersectionality” has been mostly developed by 
Black feminism, queer studies, and postcolonial theory and gradually recognized as a new 
paradigm that counteracts existing unilinear approaches by highlighting the significance of the 
complexity of social locations and experiences in understanding the differences of diverse people 
and issues (Hankivsy & Cormier, 2009). Specifically,  
intersectional analysis explores and unpacks the relations of domination and 
subordination, privilege and agency, in the structural arrangements through which various 
services, resources, and other social rewards are delivered; in the interpersonal 
experiences of individuals and groups; in the practices that characterize and sustain 
bureaucratic hierarchies; and in the ideas, images, symbols and ideologies that shape 
social consciousness (Collins, 2000; Dill & Zambrana, 2009, p. 5).  
One of the significances of the intersectional approach is that this paradigm is applicable for both 
researchers and policy makers because it satisfies the needs for solving the issues rooted in 
permanent inequality and its impact on the everyday life of marginalized people. According to 
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Hancock (2007), both fields share the common belief that structured oppression demands 
research approaches and policy solutions that can unpack the relations and interactions among 
the individual and institutional levels. Considering the features of intersectionality as a frame that 
emphasizes active intervention and practical aspects as a part of the action of the research, their 
position is not surprising. For instance, Collins pointed out that intersectionality posits “abstract 
thought is (to be) joined with concrete action” (Collins, 1990, p. 29). Four theoretical and 
practical interventions of the intersectional approach describe the frame developed by Dill and 
Zambrana (2009). 
Intersectional analysis is characterized by the following four theoretical interventions: (1) 
Placing the lived experiences and struggles of people of color and other marginalized 
groups as a starting point for the development of theory; (2) Exploring the complexities 
not only of individual identities but also group identity, recognizing that variations within 
groups are often ignored and essentialized; (3) Unveiling the ways interconnected 
domains of power organize and structure inequality and oppression; and (4) Promoting 
social justice and social change by linking research and practice to create a holistic 
approach to the eradication of disparities and to changing social and higher education 
institutions (Dill & Zambrana, 2009, p. 5).  
Regarding these four factors, it is not difficult to see that intersectionality as a research frame 
accentuates the value of social justice and change. Then, the next question must be about how we 
could apply the concept of intersectionality in the practice of doing research and policy making. 
By which methodology would it be possible? To answer this question, a group of scholars 
insisted that “the most developed intersectionality-informed” (Hunting, 2014, pp. 1) 
methodology is qualitative research. The work of the qualitative researcher is to combine a close 
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analysis of the fine details of behavior and meaning in everyday social interactions with an 
analysis of the wider societal context – the field of broader social influences – within which the 
face-to-face interaction takes place (Erickson, 1968, p. 120).  These features of qualitative 
methodology are particularly suitable to intersectionality that deals with interrogating the 
multidimensional nature of individuals’ lives and how they interpret and navigate their day-to-
day experiences of power and privilege (McCall, 2005). Of course, it is possible to achieve this 
outcome when the substantial design and practice of qualitative research are followed.  
Then, how could we design and practice qualitative research that is based on the concept 
or goal of intersectionality, especially taking into account how people navigate transnational 
values and hopes? Here, I discuss the conditions of qualitative research methodology that 
recognize the factor of intersectionality. In my opinion, qualitative research is an intellectual and 
political practice that is supposed to be flexibly designed, democratically processed, reflexively 
analyzed, and actively implemented in public for building a better society. Moreover, it is an 
assembly of trials to connect the ivory tower to the world of real people and form an active 
engagement; in other words, qualitative research can bridge grand theory on the macro level and 
the real stories and momentum on the micro level. Qualitative research is uniquely able to 
centralize people’s examination of their own experiences and to provide a way to learn about 
their own theory making from the bottom up. This is accomplished in four ways.   
 First, qualitative research refers to a methodology based on flexible design. Here the term 
‘flexible’ is applied to distinguish it from other methodologies based on a fixed, closed, and 
restricted research design. As Ragin and Amoroso (2011) indicated, social research includes 
everything involved in the efforts of social scientists to tell about society. In spite of their 
purpose of understanding the complexity of what others hold in common, qualitative and 
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quantitative epistemologists have made differences in specific research design and the way to 
explain the results of the study. According to Becker (1996), there are two representative 
differences between the two methodologies: they raise different questions at the level of data that 
survey researchers prefer to set a variant of the experimental paradigm to look for numerical 
differences (Becker, 1996, p. 2–3). This is contrary to fieldworkers interested in seeing 
connections and relations between the informants. Furthermore, the situations of data gathering 
is epistemologically different in the two methods in that quantitative research cannot obtain any 
surprising data that the surveyor didn’t ask, whereas the qualitative researcher assumes some 
unexpected answer or phenomenon in the field as a natural thing.  
 Second, qualitative research should be processed democratically in terms of conducting 
participant observation and in-depth interviews in the field. For a long time, giving voice has 
been one of the most representative metaphors of qualitative research because it has generally 
been focused on the lives of socially marginalized people (Stein & Mankowski, 2004). In this 
regard, researchers need to maintain the tension between their positionality not only as a stranger 
in terms of the field, but also as a scholar who has relatively more authority, privilege, and 
power. Particularly when they access the field for the purpose of giving a voice to marginalized 
people as a researcher (Stein & Mankowski, 2004, p. 22), fieldworkers could mistakenly 
objectify or other his/her informants by consciously or unconsciously locating them simply as 
the weak who cannot actively practice their agency by themselves, which is not true.  
 Third, qualitative research is the effort to analyze the meaning of human interaction and 
action in a reflexive manner. As Becker (1996) indicated, ethnographers are likely to believe that 
they are getting closer to the real thing by conducting an observation or interview, forgetting that 
the stranger (researcher) affects the situation and that the moment the researcher has with 
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informants is not natural. Furthermore, ethnographers could be influenced by their private 
thoughts or assumptions regardless of the reality of the lived experience of informants; therefore 
it is required to “make room for the unanticipated” (Becker 1996, p. 7) rather than settle for what 
they expect or anticipate. In this regard, Geertz (1973)’s argument on a “thick description” is full 
of suggestions. According to him, the concept of culture is essentially a semiotic one. Thus, 
analyzing a culture is to recognize those webs and consider the work not as an experimental 
science in search of law, but an interpretive one in search of meaning.  
 Lastly, the part that the qualitative should focus on is to actively create an echo in public. 
It could be said that this process is one of the most important parts of doing qualitative research 
because the virtue of this methodology enables the voices to be heard of people who have been 
paid less attention to by their society. As Stein and Mankowski (2004) pointed out, the 
knowledge that qualitative researchers gain through their work is the integration of the 
informants’ lived lives and researchers’ analysis. Thus, researchers are responsible for the 
distribution of their research results to the public. That is, fieldworkers should be aware that this 
knowledge is not their own achievement; rather it reflects the role of the researcher as a channel 
to link the discovered knowledge to the other citizens who have not recognized the unspoken 
side of their society. The practice of echoing the research result could be varied, from publishing 
the work in an academic journal to having an open public lecture. Moreover, it could be 
accompanied by more substantial series of attempts to intervene in order to change or build 
governmental policies. As Donmoyer (2012) mentioned in his article, applying qualitative data 
and analysis to the policy-making process is complicated work because policy makers in general 
want simplified and generalized data that does not directly fit in to qualitative data. However, 
considering it is necessary to accommodate the complexity of social life with policies, qualitative 
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researchers should keep trying to overcome the difficulty of persuading policy makers. 
 In sum, I believe that the ultimate goal and value of intersectionality is to seek to analyze 
the issue of social oppression and inequality. As I argued above, this goal can be achieved as long 
as the methodology is flexibly designed, democratically processed, reflexively analyzed, and 
actively implemented publicly for building a better society in practice.  
 
Challenges of Doing Qualitative Research  
…the logical division between young and old is also a question of power. Classification 
by age (but also by sex and, of course, class…) always means imposing limits and 
producing an order to which each person must keep himself in place. […]  Youth and age 
are not self-evident data but are social constructed, in the struggle between the young and 
the old. (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 94) 
Pierre Bourdieu’s critical argument about the discourse on youth remains valid. Based on the 
classical belief, youths have been considered innocent, immature, and vulnerable and in this 
regard, they have been expected to be moral, educated or trained, and protected from any 
possible risk or pollution from society. Needless to say, these components have functioned as the 
grounds for governments to justify their regulations and exercise their power to control young 
people. My research highlights the subjectivity of undocumented immigrants’ attempts to resist 
these traditional norms and framework surrounding them; however, at the same time, this 
research requires a reflexive and ethical approach to youth that considers their rights and safety 
in order to protect themselves, which have sometimes been easily ignored and less respected by 
adults. Although my informants are older than the age of legal consent, which is 18 years old in 
the United States, I sometimes selectively call my informants ‘youth’ in some parts of my 
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research. In his article, “A Theory of Development From the Late Teens Through the Twenties,” 
Arnett offered the term “emerging adulthood,” which is “neither adolescence nor young 
adulthood but is theoretically and empirically distinct from them both” (Arnett, 2000, p. 469). 
Emerging adulthood is distinguished by relative independence from social roles and from 
normative expectations. Having left the dependency of childhood and adolescence, and 
having not yet entered the enduring responsibilities that are normative in adulthood, 
emerging adults often explore a variety of possible life directions in love, work, and 
worldviews. Emerging adulthood is a time of life when many different directions remain 
possible, when little about the future has been decided for certain, when the scope of 
independent exploration of life’s possibilities is greater for most people than it will be at 
any other period of the life course. (Arnett, 2000, p. 469)  
Whereas the standard of being an adult has focused on a much younger age in agricultural 
society (Erikson, 1968), young people in the 21st century are neither completely dependent nor 
fixed in their social norm as adults. Rather, young people in their early or mid-20s nowadays are 
more likely to experience a series of changes and exploration. What I have learned from my 
informants, who are mostly between 19- and 35-years-old, is the tendency that Arnett pointed 
out: All of them are navigating various paths with curiosity, challenges, and resistance. This is 
possible not only by the condition of their age, but because of their social and legal status. They 
are not considered as vulnerable as under-aged teenagers but are old enough to explore their 
critical thoughts and participation in political action, as they are free from being employed in a 
particular occupation and focused on make her or his living. However, due to their lack of 
economic power and experience in work or other social activities, these youths emerging into 
adulthood are still considered as an immature group who need to be educated and trained, rather 
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than fully treated as adults; therefore their political power is also often easily underestimated. 
Furthermore, their legal status, which is undocumented, weakens their situation. In this regard, I 
focus on how these features and circumstances play important roles in how the undocumented 
Korean activists’ political intervention and negotiation have been understood within the ethnic 
community as well as in the whole society, revealing both the social prejudice and restrictions 
the undocumented Korean activists are facing.  
 In addition to their social position as youth, there is one thing I really care about in 
conducting research with my informants – that they are undocumented immigrants and this is the 
most pivotal factor requiring respect and protection in whole research process. Being 
undocumented means that the person could be deported when their illegal status is revealed in 
public. Given that oppressive circumstances caused the undocumented youths difficulties in 
having their voices heard, their verbal outpourings were called coming out, a term usually used 
for actions of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer movement. In doing so, 
undocumented youth were able to newly locate themselves in a place of not feeling hopeless, 
lethargic, and fearful (Corrunker, 2012). Considering that the undocumented youths were 
excluded from the polity, these actions were noteworthy and the symbolic events expressed both 
the undocumented immigrants desperation and eagerness. In addition, this political strategy has 
empowered them to reject their societal invisibility, silencing, and criminalization of 
undocumented immigrants who are relegated to living under a “regime of enforced invisibility” 
(Beltra, 2010; Galindo 2012, p. 590). However, to a researcher, it is too early to simply welcome 
their brave action and highlight their participation and contribution through research in public. 
Instead, maintaining discretion and the responsibility of protecting their personal information is 
required even when they are well-known undocumented activists. Many of my informants are 
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recipients of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrival (DACA) that provides them the 
temporary right to stay in the United States with a Social Security number and work permit but 
are subject to continuous investigation and renewal every two years, which protects them from 
deportation. However, in many cases their parents and their older siblings who did not satisfy the 
age or education requirements remain as undocumented immigrants. Thus, the undocumented 
Korean activists are always cautious not to expose any information about their family members. 
The challenge was to conduct my research in an ethical and reflexive way by being sensitive to 
and aware of these concerns and tensions.  
 
Research Process and Data Collection 
My research draws on a 4-year-long qualitative research conducted from 2013 to 2017 in 
multiple locations including Chicago, Los Angeles, New York, Virginia, and Washington, DC. 
This research included in-depth interviews with 122 people, followed by participant observation. 
In this section, I describe how I conducted my research and collected the ethnographic data. I 
first introduce how I became involved in the multiple organizations in the different cities and 
how I met and built rapport with my interviewees. Second, I provide the overall background of 
my interviewees including the path of their immigration, demographic information, and their 
current job and education status. Third, I describe the design and process of my interviews and 
include the forms of the interviews (face-to-face interviews, Skype interviews, phone interviews, 
etc.), the settings of the interview (individual interviews, group interviews, etc.), and the cases of 
follow-up interviews I conducted. Lastly, I describe how the information on immigration policy, 
national actions, and my interviewees I found online affected my understanding and perspective 
about this research.   
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Fieldwork: Relationship Building, Participant Observation, and Analysis 
While I prepared for my fieldwork, one of my mentors in Los Angeles introduced me to 
the Korean Resource Center (hereafter KRC), a Korean American immigrant rights organization, 
in Los Angeles’ Koreatown. After explaining my research interest, I explained to the KRC I 
wanted to work with them as a full-time volunteer for the summer. I did this because I wanted to 
contribute my skills to the organization instead of just being an observer. Back then, KRC was 
using a house as an office and thankfully they allowed me to live in the garret on the second floor 
for 3 months. By working, cooking, and spending time together after the work with the 
undocumented Korean youths and young adults, I was able to understand their struggles better 
and deeper.  
Once I arrived at the organization, I began to write my fieldnotes. As a fieldworker, I 
pursued “a deeper immersion in others’ worlds” (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011, p. 3) to find out 
how my research interlocutors experience their everyday lives and how they make meanings out 
of them. Writing fieldnotes was essential in that immersion. By composing fieldnotes every day, 
I was able to find what the new things I observed and learned from my participant observation of 
the day. Also, it helped me re-think significant moment, scenes, and expressions that I witnessed 
from my daily fieldwork, while I worked, ate, and talked with my research participants. In doing 
so, I could develop the key words both for my participant observation and interviews that I did 
not fully expect before I started the fieldwork. This specific and vivid log was written together 
with my potential interview questions and was beneficial when I conducted in-depth interviews 
with my research interlocutors. When I asked them questions citing what I observed about or 
heard from them with details, it was helpful for them to recall the memories easily and unpack 
why they reacted in as they had in the past. For instance, the ethnographic moment that led me to 
48 
 
understand what the senior Korean American community members think of the undocumented 
Korean immigrants, which is described in the chapter 5 of this manuscript (pp. 116 – 117), was 
specifically composed in my fieldnotes. Putting the moment down in my fieldnotes was helpful 
for me not only to think of the issue of citizenship and ethnic community persistently but also to 
ask how the other members of the organization who were at the meeting with me felt about the 
moment when I conducted interviews with them months or years later.  
Composing fieldnotes also made me more reflexive on my fieldwork. By revisiting what 
I did, spoke with, and reacted to my research interlocutors every day, I was able to think about 
my role and positionality as a researcher continuously. While I conducted my fieldwork, my 
responsibility and roles increased as time went by. I worked as a campaign assistant, organizer, 
summer youth program facilitator, media contact, and translator for ethnic media outlets. I also 
attended numerous rallies, protests, petition drives, community reach outs, and press 
conferences. By contributing to their activism as a native Korean speaker and formal experiences 
working with undocumented migrant workers organizing in South Korea, I was able to 
participate and contribute to the community I was researching.  
Through these engagements, I naturally met numerous community members and 
organizers, undocumented Korean immigrants, and other undocumented immigrants and activists 
from different countries of origin. It also allowed me to connect with three other Korean 
American organizations for immigrant rights, that is, the Hana Center in Chicago, the Minkwon 
Center in New York, and the National Korean American Service & Education Consortium in 
Annandale, Virginia, and people affiliated with them. As they were former or current sister 
organizations of KRC, there were many actions and campaigns that they all worked in 
collaboration. In addition to my commitment as a full-time volunteer at KRC every summer for 3 
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years between 2013 and 2016, I was also involved in the other three organizations as a translator, 
volunteer, and campaign coordinator for various programs. For example, I stayed in Flushing, 
Queens for 6 months in early 2016 and volunteered at the Minkwon Center. I joined campaigns 
and rallies conducted by the aforementioned Hana Center and the National Korean American 
Service & Education Consortium, either in the cities where the events were held or was involved 
as a translator via the Internet. My close working experiences with the four organizations brought 
many opportunities to get to know the undocumented immigrants and their allies. Whereas I was 
called a doctoral student from Illinois at the beginning of my fieldwork, at some point, I was 
more often called a Korean-Korean sister and a supporter of undocumented Koreans and later, a 
fellow activist.  
Whereas many of my core interviewees were undocumented Korean immigrant young 
adults and were once involved in undocumented Korean activism or the four organizations’ 
youth programs, local campaigns, or summer workshops, there were also interviewees whom I 
met in other contexts. This was possible as my core interviewees introduced me to their siblings, 
parents, friends, teachers, or co-workers. When they heard I had started conducting interviews 
and was looking for research participants, they voluntarily connected me with others they knew 
based on the trust and rapport I had built up with them for years. There were also other 
interviewees I met randomly through social events, friends’ gatherings, or networking 
opportunities in Los Angeles unrelated to activism or my research. Some of them revealed they 
were undocumented when they later learned of my research project and voluntarily participated 
in my interviews. Like my friends and colleagues from activism, they also actively connected me 




At first, I was surprised to see how willing people were to consent to the interviews or 
introduce their fellow undocumented immigrants to me for the research. It was in contrast to 
what I was concerned about, that is, would I find enough interviewees. This concern was based 
on my assumption they would not be interested in sharing their stories with a researcher due to 
the risk of exposing their status. However, as time went by, I realized their legal and social 
vulnerability encountered in their struggled in fact motivated them to join the interviews. After 
being pressured not to disclose their status to anyone for a long time while dealing with their 
psychological, social, economic, and legal insecurity in their everyday life, now they had a desire 
to express their emotions, tensions, and struggles to a third, objective person. Some of them later 
described they felt the interview was similar to therapy or counseling for them. Through telling 
me the whole story of their immigration history, fraught with struggles, hope, and despair, they 
felt the interviews lightened their heart. They also sometimes remembered things they had either 
forgotten or ignored during the interview and they were able to process the past by accepting or 
reinterpreting it. Many of them told me that the interview helped them to reflect on their lives 
and they enjoyed the process.  
With consent and support from the research participants, I conducted in-depth interviews 
with 122 people including undocumented Korean young adults, their parents, community 
organizers, and non-Korean undocumented immigrants in Chicago, Los Angeles, New York, 
Virginia, and Washington, DC. Together with the record in my fieldnote on the participant 
observation conducted at the rallies, campaigns, community reach outs, family gatherings, their 
workplace, and casual gatherings with their friends and colleagues, I analyzed my ethnographic 
data. In analyzing the data, I follow what Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) called “the language of the 
day” that “everyday represents another socio-ideological semantic ‘state of affairs,’ another 
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vocabulary, another accentual system, with its own slogans, its own way of assigning blame and 
praise (1981:291). I found that my research participants’ dynamic narratives and practice were 
never the same among them; even within one person it depended on time and place. In this 
regards, I specify that my research is on the undocumented Korean immigrant youth of a 
particular generation, and of particular times, and that those times changed even within the span 
of my research. The more I reflected on my notes and on the themes that were developing, the 
more I realized this dissertation would focus most on students who would become activists for 
undocumented students in higher education.   
The names used here are pseudonyms except for Ju Hong and Tereza Lee who have been 
featured by multiple national media outlets and wanted  their real names put in research. All the 
specific cases of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults’ education, activism, and 
military service in my research are based on the ethnographic data acquired from the multiple 
relationships I formed with my research participants. 
 
Interviewees’ Background Information and Interview Settings  
The ages of my interviewees, who were undocumented Korean immigrant young adults, 
ranged from 19-to 35-years-old. The ages of the other interviewees, such as community 
organizers, parents of the undocumented Korean immigrants, or their teachers, varied. Most of 
the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults were born in South Korea and came to the 
United States with their parents and siblings when they were children or adolescents. Whereas 
some of them became undocumented after applying for permanent residential status and then 
were rejected by the government or scammed by their lawyers, the majority of my interviewees 
entered the United States through the airport with a tourist visa and then became undocumented 
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when the visa expired after 3 months after their arrival. It was the same for my interviewees born 
in Latin America as second-generation Korean immigrants and who had come to the United 
States with their family.  
Although my interviewees and their family currently belong to the working class in the 
United States, their socio-economic status back in South Korea ranged from low- to middle-
upper class. The fathers of the interviewees from the middle class or middle-upper class and 
worked either for a well-known conglomerate or ran their own business. Their mothers were 
housewives or worked on their own business. Other interviewees from the low- or low-middle 
class had parents who ran small businesses, such as grocery stores or restaurants.  
Once the research participants agreed to join the research, I provided the consent form 
approved by the University of Illinois and a list of basic questions via email or in person. I fully 
informed my interviewees that the list of questions only included general questions and that I 
would ask followed-up questions during the interview. My interview was practiced in an open-
ended form. Instead of asking a series of questions unilaterally as I had planned, I tried to allow 
enough time for my interviewees to recollect their memories, reflect on their thoughts in regard 
to my questions, and share their stories and perspectives as much as they wanted. While I 
listened to them, I also carefully added follow-up questions or asked them to provide more 
details about particular events, scenes, or situations they described. In doing so, not only was I 
able to respect my interviewees’ desire for fully processing and narrating what they felt and 
experienced, but I also could gain significant information and the context of their life patterns, 
which I could have never been able to consider to add to my analysis if it were not from their 
rich narratives. Each interview took a minimum of 2 hours and some interviews took 3 to 4 
hours. Several interviews lasted almost a whole day or there were multiple interviews. I was 
53 
 
committed not to tire my interviewees, so I tried to stick to the proper amount of time for each 
interview. However, it was usually my interviewees who were willing to talk more about their 
experiences. This was possible as many of them had known me for a long time and they felt 
comfortable because the interview resembled two friends taking an ordinary tea break or 
chatting. Furthermore, the participants found the act of telling their heretofore unspoken stories 
unburdened them and gave them a sense of lightness and relief.  
Whereas most of the interviews were conducted individually, some were done in the form 
of a group interview. This particularly happened when the interviewee of the day who had met 
me earlier introduced me to the other interviewees. They wanted to make the new interviewee 
who did not know me well feel more comfortable, so they also took seats at the beginning of the 
interviews. Sometimes the former interviewee naturally became a part of the interview by asking 
additional related questions to the new interviewee or giving me more background information 
about what the new interviewee had roughly answered. I realized not only did this support 
enabled the new interviewee to process their answers, but also made the questions and narratives 
richer. Because the former interviewee had experienced the interview earlier and knew the new 
interviewee better than I did, having her or him as an additional participant in the interview 
provided a positive effect. For instance, sometimes the former interviewee added to their 
answers, information they had forgotten to mention in the previous interview they had with me; 
therefore, I could flesh out the past interviews with more information. 
In terms of the way I communicated with my interviewees, I conducted the interviews in 
three forms: (a) face-to-face interviews, (b) Skype interviews, and (c) phone interviews. 
Although I was committed to do my interviews face-to-face, which would guarantee more 
interaction including my interviewees’ nonverbal gestures, I ended up conducting some 
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interviews via Skype or phone based on the participants’ situations. Sometimes they lived far 
away from where I resided, so it was not possible for us to sit together and do the interview. Only 
four of my interviewees preferred to talk with me over the phone and not in-person or even 
through a video conference. These four participants lived in another city from where I lived, so I 
suggested we could have either a video chat or a voice call for the interview. I had never met 
them before, but we were connected through an introduction from other participants. Whereas 
they strongly wanted to be interviewed, they felt shy or uncomfortable in talking to me via 
Skype. I was able to ask the general questions I had prepared and hear their answers on the 
phone, but honestly, I felt this setting did not allow enough chances for us to communicate well 
with each other. I realized how important it is to show my empathy to my research participants 
through nonverbal reactions including my facial expressions, hand gestures, nodding, etc. 
Compared to the face-to-face interview, the phone interview was conducted in a more formal and 
dry way. However, it appeared different when I did a follow-up phone interview with them. With 
the mutual trust and understanding accumulated through our shared time and previous interview, 
I barely felt any barriers or limitation in talking with them on the phone. This experience also 
made me realize again the significance of rapport building in qualitative research.   
Although I had conducted my research for years, follow-up interviews become a part of 
my research. Changes in the immigration policy or the presidential administration directly 
impacted my research participants’ the lives. Moreover, following their life cycles, experiences, 
perspectives, and narratives gradually changed as they graduated from universities, started their 
professional careers, began dating, or married,. Therefore, I was able to conduct the follow-up 
interviews and catch up with what my interviewees were thinking and feeling at different periods 
in their lives. The follow-up interviews also expanded my understanding of my their life paths 
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that were inseparable from their legal status. Most of the follow-up interviews were conducted in 
person, but sometimes they were done through Skype or the phone depending on the physical 
location of my interviewees at that time.  
 
Conclusion  
In this chapter I discussed the methodology and design of my research and why I chose to 
use the qualitative research methodology for this research on undocumented Korean immigrant 
young adults by focusing on the notion of intersectionality. I also argued the challenges of doing 
qualitative research in relation to both the context of my research project and my research 
participants’ background. Furthermore, I introduced how I designed this research in applying the 
qualitative research methodology and how I collected data. In specific, I described the way in 
which I was connected with the Korean American nonprofit organizations for immigrant rights, 
how I met with my research participants, and provided information about the overall background 
of my interviewees and the forms and settings of the interviews.  
 Before I conclude, it is noteworthy that all the data collection was possible due to the 
generous help from my interviewees who did not hesitate to share their experiences and struggles 
with me. Our conversations often were accented with tears, sighs, and silence due to the 
unending burden and despair of their lives. In spite of all the emotional challenges of looking 
back on painful moments and struggles they had gone through, the people who joined my 
research chose to do so because they believed that it matters that the voices of undocumented 
Korean immigrants should be documented and heard in public. The following chapters on the 
undocumented Korean young adults’ education, activism, and military service were structured, 
analyzed, and written with the hope their challenges and stories will become more visible.  
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CHAPTER 4: EDUCATION AS THE KEY TO REDEMPTION 
Education serves as a  powerful ideological and material tool in the United States for 
individuals. For undocumented Korean immigrant young adults, education is even more 
important as they consider educational achievement the key to resolve their liminal and 
precarious status in the United States. This chapter investigates how the meaning of education is 
created, negotiated, and redefined among undocumented Korean immigrant youth in relation to 
the diverse contexts in which they study and live. I  focus here on  three aspects of their 
narratives regarding the meaning of education: (a) undocumented students want their educational 
attainment to reward their parents’ sacrifices; (b) they want to show that educational aspirations 
are consonant with the Korean ethnic community’s values, (c) their educational activism 
reinforces their transnational status, both affected by Korean and U.S. policies. First, young 
people worked diligently to fulfil expectations of them to succeed in education and be an ideal, 
“good” Korean immigrant and youth-citizen, a pressure that was espoused by their parents and 
the Korean community.  These values are also closely related to South Korean state discourse of 
education—in the form of having a strong work ethic (halmon taeodya), going to a good school 
and getting a good job to provide for their parents. This closely reflects, too, U.S. discourses on 
the model minority. Therefore I argue that young peoples’ search for state recognition must be 
understood in transnational framework of South Korea’s political and economic restructuring 
and globalization of higher education. 
These desires for achieving educational success has been challenged by immigration 
policy. While they strived to maintain their educational aspirations, they faced multiple 
challenges because of their parents’ lack of information about the U.S. educational system and 
because of increasing pressures on undocumented immigrants in the U. S. In the course of my 
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research, I found that young people’s initial belief in educational attainment as a means of state 
inclusion and validity of immigrant success was increasingly replaced with a sense of 
futurelessness. That is, while education had been mythologized as the key to “a better future”, 
their educational mobility was compromised by their undocumented status, leading them to 
express a greater sense of frustration and despair. For many who believed that their educational 
attainment would potentially qualify them for legal status, as proposed in the DREAM Act, they 
saw little recourse as time passed. Undocumented Korean immigrant young adults in their late 
20s and 30s who aged-out of protections proposed to children and youth shared thoughts of  
return migration from the United States to South Korea.  
While this chapter is structured sequentially, moving from how educational aspirations 
are shaped and how state and transnational policies and discourses create impediments to these 
aspirations, these contexts inevitably overlap. Together they show how the different scales of 
membership and connection begin to build affective and policy-based strictures on 
undocumented Korean students, both tying them to values and keeping them from fully enacting 
their aspirations. Family, community, and cultural value of education runs into practical 
problems: parents cannot adequately navigate educational institutions, immigration policy 
continues to prevent the completion of aspirations, and undocumented Korean students begin to 
lose the hope that has sustained their communities. 
   
Educational Aspiration Shaped by Family, Ethnic community, and the State 
In this section, I argue that the educational aspirations of undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults are shaped by three critical factors: their family, ethnic community, and 
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the state. While I focus on their narratives regarding the value of education, I also include their 
parents’ narratives as it is closely connected with their immigration background, a longing to live 
in the United States, and the hope for the future for their children as well as the fate of the family 
itself. Considering the lack of research on the route and motivation of undocumented Korean 
immigrants, the narratives of the parents provide a rich context on why and how the 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults ended up living in the United States. After 
introducing the family stories, this section will be followed by the undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults’ narratives on their educational aspirations in relation to their goal for 
proving they deserve to be members of their ethnic community and the state. 
Taejoon’s narrative exemplifies the complicated meaning of education among the 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. Taejoon is a 29-year-old Korean DACA 
recipient, living in Los Angeles. Born in South Korea in 1989, he came to the United States in 
2000 at age of 11 with his parents and younger brother. The family entered the United States 
through the Los Angeles airport on a tourist visa. They did not go back to South Korea after their 
visa expired and became undocumented. His parents raised the two sons in Torrance, California, 
being paid under the table at various places such as restaurants, grocery stores, gas station, or dry 
cleaning establishments. Taejoon entered a community college, and then he transferred to a well-
known public university in Southern California. He is currently working as a banker in Los 
Angeles. I met him for the first time in June 2013 and have kept in close contact with him. It was 
late May 2017 when I met him again for a follow-up interview in downtown Los Angeles. He 
said, 
I still don’t know why we had to leave Korea. My parents hesitate to tell us the details. 
Probably they had huge debt or family drama back in Korea. Or, maybe it was something 
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else... Korean parents don’t like to share the “issues of adults” with their kids though, 
especially if it’s something negative. They want their children stay away from the not 
good stories. Instead, my mom and dad said it [immigration] was for us, me and my 
brother, like for our education and better future. [They said] “Don’t be worried but focus 
on your stud[ies]. A good day will be coming someday if you work hard.” That’s what 
my parents always tell us. […] Seeing them [my parents] working so hard here and there, 
knowing it was for me, I felt like I should really work hard and I could make all the way 
down over here. I really thanked my parents for their sacrifice.  
While I contemplated on what Taejoon had told me, I realized how powerful a sense of future 
without a past was for many undocumented families. That is, the issue of education was deeply 
interconnected with how they thought about the future of their families —their personal identity, 
family relationships, frustration and confidence, legal status, and their dreams for tomorrow. The 
past was replaced by the narrative about the “good day” to come. Whatever problems might have 
motivated a family to leave Korea, the future would make up for it. In other words, education 
was understood as a tool for preparing for the good day, for hope, and the future both by the 
parents and children of the undocumented Korean immigrant family. Although Taejoon was not 
clearly informed about the details of his family’s immigration, his parents’ efforts to provide a 
better living condition and education opportunity inspired him to focus on studying. He believed 
it was one way he could reward his parents for their sacrifice.  
Yoomee, from New Jersey, a 30-year-old accountant working at an accounting firm in 
Manhattan, also realized her desire for educational achievement was motivated by her parents’ 
expectations. Born in 1988, she moved to New Jersey at age of 12 in 2000. While her father went 
through financial difficulty in South Korea, he was consoled that when his family moved to the 
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United States it would be, at least, beneficial for Yoomee and Yoonsoo, his daughter and son 
respectively. This hope for the future, however, tougher than what Yoomee and his family 
anticipated. Her uncle let Yoomee’s family stay in a small room in the basement of his home. 
The family was not able to move out of the basement as quickly as they had hoped because her 
parents’ combined new income was insufficient. Her parents worked day and night at numerous 
places such as gas stations, restaurants, paint shops, laundry establishments.  
 Fortunately, Yoomee adapted well to school in New Jersey. There were many Korean 
American students as well as early study abroad students from Korea there, so she was able to 
integrate into the new environment smoothly. Yoomee’s cousins upstairs, who were in high 
school and college, helped her school assignments and extracurricular activities, and gave rides 
for her to attend the school events. Although she had a soft landing in the United States, she felt 
anxiety all the time. She felt pressure to do well in her schoolwork. Witnessing her parents, who 
had been a white-color office worker and a house wife in Korea, working at unskilled jobs 24 
hours and 7 days every year to make money under the table, Yoomee felt she should reward her 
parents’ sacrifice with her educational achievements. Her legal status also played a role in the 
pressure to do well academically. She knew she was undocumented from the beginning of her 
life in the United States. Without specific explanations or guidance, her parents, relatives, and 
adults at the Korean church, who were the closest people to her, often told her “there will be a 
good day to come as long as you work hard,” which is one of the popular Korean old saying, also 
mentioned by Taejoon’s parents.  
I believed education would allow me a way to a brighter world [from an undocumented 
life]. I studied hard. It was because of my parents who worked hard sacrificing for our 
[her and her brother] education. I also knew I was undocumented, and there was certain 
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pressure I should do my best at school. […] My parents always said and still say, “You’ll 
be fine, as long as you believe hamyon toenda [“you can do it” in Korean] and work hard, 
you could do anything.” […] For me, what I could do was to make my life and my 
family’s better was to study I put all my efforts into it. 
Similar to Taejoon’s story, Yoomee’s narrative revealed the way in which she understood the 
value of educational success in connection with her parents’ sacrifice to secure the future of her 
family.   
Also, Yoomee’s narrative reveals that education played a role as the key to redemption 
that can be analyzed within a transnational framework. As Korean parents place high value on 
their ability to support their children, the thought that they created conditions of ineligibility for 
personhood for them is sometimes viewed as an original sin among them. Ironically, however, it 
is their children and not the parents who can resolve the constraining situation of being 
undocumented by becoming full American citizens, thus saving their family from being without 
legal rights. While she was aware of her family’s legal status in the United States, which was 
undocumented, she felt desperate to bring a change to the given situation with what she could do. 
For her, it was by attaining a successful education. But she also saw the problems of a narrative 
suggesting education was a way forward. After all, her parents had been educated, had done 
well, but had left South Korea and seen a significant drop in class status. The promise of the 
future, given enough work and strong enough aspirations, did not necessarily pay off. Her 
anxieties loomed the problem of transnational movement and restrictive immigration policies. 
Keeping in mind her parents’ words, hamyon toenda, which can be translated into “you 
can do it” or “just do it,” she believed she would be able to improve both her life and their lives 
if she worked hard. Nancy Abelmann and John Lie (1995) also met many first-generation 
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Korean Americans espousing the “hamyon toenda spirit” when they interviewed them after the 
L.A. uprising in 1992. They described the Blue Dream in which how hamyon toenda, a popular 
maxim in South Korea, was can be found printed on an array of surfaces, including small 
banners that rest on student desks and even decorate living rooms (p. 1–3). The aphorism was 
also well known as the favorite catchphrase of dictator Park Jung Hee as well as Chung Joo 
Young, the founder of Hyundai Company, a catchphrase that has cheered Korea’s accelerated 
economic growth, intense labor exploitation, and tortuous educational examinations in South 
Korea. For Yoomee, it was obvious to her there was no other choice but to study hard. The 
Korean mantra helped her to move forward for a long time. 
With Yoomee’s help, I was also able to interview his father, Changsun. In interviewing 
the parents, I discovered their sacrifice, expectations, and hopes for their children’s educational 
success. References to these themes always came up during my interviews with undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults and their parents. I present Changsun’s narrative as it reflected 
common themes I heard in my interview of other parents. Changsun was born in Ulsan, South 
Korea in 1956 and had lived in Seoul since his undergraduate days. Although he was from a low-
class family, he was able to get a job at one of the major banks in Seoul because he had a 
bachelor’s degree from a well-known private university. He described his life back in South 
Korea as that of a father in a typical middle-class family. 
I was such an ordinary Korean father. I owned a small apartment on the outskirts of Seoul 
and a car, had a housewife and two kids, and had a piano at home for my kids to play... 
My dream was also very ordinary. I wanted Yoomee and Yoonsoo [his two children] to 
study well so that they can enter a good university and get a stable job. I myself was the 
person who experienced that education could bring a stable life. There are always 
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opportunities to live a better life once you are well educated. [...] In my generation, it was 
just enough that I had a degree from a good university. But it changed. The ability to 
speak English, experiences in something global became necessary as time went by. I 
wished my kids could have that, so they would have advantages when they apply for jobs 
in the future. My wife and I sent my kids to a private institute that teaches English and 
showed them Disney movies, hoping my kids would feel closer to the language.  
As a person who benefitted from educational achievement and realized upward mobility, 
Changsun believed it would be the same for his children. As he observed, when the change in the 
job market in South Korea required new employees to have English-speaking ability in the 
workplace, he tried to provide related resources to his children. His life looked stable until South 
Korean society experienced the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis. In late 1990s, having the Asian 
Financial Crisis as a turning point, South Korea carried out massive mergers and acquisitions of 
conglomerates and extensive lay-offs recommended by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
for economic revival (Cho, 2009, Song, 2005). These changes caused a huge upheaval 
throughout the society. Collapse of the middle class was one of the most representative 
phenomena caused by the financial crisis. It directly affected Changsun. As the bank he worked 
for merged with another bank, numerous employees at his bank were fired.  
Recognizing that neither finding a job in another company, or opening a small business of 
his own was possible in the prolonged economic recession, Changsun decided to leave South 
Korea. It did not take long for him and his wife to determine where to go: they wanted to start a 
new chapter in their lives in the United States. Changsun’s older brother was a permanent New 
Jersey resident and operated a small delicatessen there, which could provide a job for him. The 
most important factor that made Changsun to immigrate was the expectation that family’s move 
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to the United States would provide a better opportunity to educate his children.  
The IMF [economic crisis] changed my life completely. I lost my job in my early 40s and 
there was less possibility I could get a similar job again. Nobody knew how long the 
recession would last. What made it worse was that I lost a lot of money that I had 
invested in stocks. I knew I could still feed my family if I did some manual jobs, but there 
was no possibility I could continue to provide a good education to Yoomee and Yoonsoo. 
It really costs money in South Korea to educate your kids well. You need to send your 
kids to multiple private institutes to prepare them do well on the college entrance exam. 
Even if they enter a university, you need to pay for their language-training program 
abroad if you really want them to do well in the job market. Obviously, I couldn’t do that 
for my kids. Then I thought, if we immigrate to the United States, where my older brother 
lived, at least Yoomee and Yoonsoo could avoid the Korea’s competitive system and get a 
U.S. education. I thought that might be something I should do as a father, if I can’t 
guarantee good support for their future. 
For Changsun, living in poverty in South Korea directly meant that he would not be able to 
provide sufficient educational resources and support for his children. Immigration to the United 
States, in this regard, was considered a means to avoid the expensive and competitive South 
Korean education system as well as to provide an ideal opportunity for his children to study in 
the United States. Changsun, in other words, did not see a way for his children to advance in 
South Korea but felt the risk of being undocumented in the U. S. was worth it. Thus, as a 
potential undocumented Korean immigrant parent, the explanation he gave was not exaggerated 
in justifying or legitimizing his decision to move the family to the United States. Although he 
knew what his family’s legal status would be in the States, he and his wife made the decision to 
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immigrate in order to provide a better educational opportunity for their children. 
As Changsun’s narrative reveals, it is significant to understand the pre-immigration 
experience of undocumented Korean immigrant families in order to interpret their lives in the 
United States. Immigrants are not solely uprooted but are people who move with a lifestyle, 
social norms, beliefs, and meanings formed and internalized by residing in their home country. 
Thus, it is crucial to analyze the narratives of immigrants from transnational perspectives that 
equally consider both their pre- and postimmigration experiences. For instance, in Imperial 
Citizens: Koreans and Race from Seoul to LA (2008), Kim addressed the Korean immigrants’ 
racial ideas, focusing equally on their predeparture imagination on race in South Korea and their 
post-arrival experience on race issues in the United States. She argued that globalization vitalized 
the delivery of culture as well as the products and capital across borders. Kim went on to write 
that the phenotypes on different racial groups in the United States were brought to South Korea 
through the flow of culture and it affected the racial ideology of the Korean immigrants before 
they came to the United States. Likewise, Changsun’s pre-immigration story is also helpful to 
understand his family’s motivation to emigrate and aspire to educational achievement. His 
narratives also reveal he understood in the newly globalized South Korea that valuing of 
education was a direct pathway for achieving upward mobility in the post-Korean War Korean 
society and the importance of acquiring Western cultural capital, either English proficiency or a 
degree from the West.  
Furthermore, his experience also suggests why the Korean American community has set a 
high value on one’s educational achievement by using it as a means to measure one’s diligence, 
responsibility, and morality, which is ultimately considered as qualifications to become a good 
member of the community. Throughout the interviews, many undocumented Korean immigrant 
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young adults shared the pressure they felt to prove their membership within the Korean 
American community through their educational success. By using a transnational approach in 
this research, I found that the seeds of the common discourse in Korean immigrant community 
emphasizing one’s educational attainment as a condition for model community membership 
stemmed from the community members’ pre-immigration experiences. According to Min (2011), 
there were about 1.7 million Koreans in the United States in 2010. Among this number, around 
95% of Korean Americans immigrated to the United States after the enactment of the 1965 
Immigration Act (p. 1). That is, many of the first and 1.5 generation Korean Americans directly 
experienced, or were familiar with, the social norms of the post-Korean War Korean society. 
Until it faced the Asian Financial Crisis in late 1990s, the post-Korean War Korean society had 
been a place where one could achieve upward mobility and stable socio-economic status. I argue 
that the Korean society also held a shared belief in a meritocracy ideology that one’s social 
success only depends on one’s efforts, and then this norm was transmitted to the Korean 
immigrant community in the United States.  
This sense of a hopeful future based on educational and economic aspirations has 
characterized Korean values since the 1950s. Directly after the Korean War (1950-1953), South 
Korea was in ruins but ironically the society was egalitarian in nature as most of the citizens 
were those who lost their property and land during the war. The South Korean government was 
unable to provide sufficient welfare and resources, thus individuals had to find the way to 
survive by themselves. Education was considered the most obvious tool to guarantee upward 
mobility. As it was when the infrastructure of the society was newly developed, once a person 
was educated and possessed qualifications, it was not difficult to get employed and secure one’s 
living. The growth of postwar South Korea was remarkable. By the expansion of industry in the 
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1970s and 1980s, South Korea achieved the “miracle of the Han River,” which is a term coined 
mirroring the “miracle of the Leihn River” of Germany. As a country that barely had natural 
resources to sell or a natural environment to promote a travel industry, there was a common 
belief and pride that all South Korea’s rapid development was possible due to the human 
resources stemming from a passion for education and the ethos of hard work. By hosting world 
events such as the 1986 Asian Games and 1988 Seoul Olympics during Roh Tae Woo’s 
admiration (1988-1993), South Korea confirmed its recovery from the war and revealed to the 
international society its confidence in its economic growth. This growth brought Koreans a sense 
of pride, confidence, and most importantly, belief in meritocracy—that anyone is able to acquire 
better economic status and power as long as one works hard and advances her or his ability and 
achievement. This ideology, rooted in their own experiences, has continuously been sustained 
and shared in the Korean diaspora even after they settled in the new country. Nayoon, a 26-year- 
old undocumented Korean young adult from Chicago, said she had often heard the elderly 
Korean Americans affirm the national character of Koreans that challenges what’s difficult and 
wins in connection with the merit system.   
There’s common a conversation among the elderly in my community about how Koreans 
work hard and how great they are. It’s like, “Korea turned from an aid-receiving country 
to a donor country very quickly. Only Koreans could make it because they worked so 
hard,” or “Korea was poorer than Philippines in 70s but now Korea has a larger economic 
power because Koreans are more diligent,” or “Korea has no natural resources and no 
travel attractions. It gained its industrial development only because people invested in 
education so much—people’s intelligence and diligence made the country strong.”  
There’s a pride that Koreans made went from ashes to riches. The Korean American 
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elders believe that since they came to the United States they have continued that kind of 
challenge and that’s how they earned the reputation as successful immigrants. They think 
anyone can be successful as long as one gets educated and works hard like they did, so 
there is not much room to talk about how some people out there struggle due to the 
disadvantageous conditions or discrimination or legal status. I felt pressured to fit in the 
stereotype, their beloved stereotype of Korean Americans, to be part of the community. 
Who’s going to support an undocumented Koreans who are bad in their studies or work? 
Nayoon frequently heard that Korean American community members admired Koreans who 
were well educated and diligent. This idea, based on the success story of South Korea after the 
Korean War, was widely shared among them and repeatedly utilized in defining the 
characteristics of Korean Americans. When Nayoon learned that people at the Korean church she 
attended or in the small business and restaurants where she worked as a part-time worker 
valorized the ideal character of Korean Americans, she felt she should strive to attain this so she 
would be accepted as a member of the community. Growing up as an undocumented Korean 
youth in a neighborhood that was surrounded by other Korean Americans, it was not easy for her 
to be ignorant about the everyday conversations that emphasized certain aspects for being an 
ideal Korean immigrant. Since it was before DACA was announced, her concern was even 
greater in addition to her agony of staying silent about her legal status.  
This sense of a future made from resourceless hard work, though, began to pale for 
undocumented students like Nayoon. Before DACA and in the absence of legal protection for 
young undocumented immigrants, many could not live and work outside of the Korean ethnic 
community or even see the possibility of advancing into a more prosperous future. Lacking a 
social security number and work permit, they were not able to find work legally, and the absence 
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of a driver’s license made it difficult to work far from where they lived, which was mostly in 
Koreatown. Thus, the social norm or beliefs that were commonly shared in the Korean American 
community were not easy to refuse or ignore for the undocumented Korean immigrant young 
adults. Many undocumented Korean immigrant young adults also pointed out that the racial 
comparison the community member often mentioned about undocumented immigrants pressured 
them to prove their qualification to be the model Korean immigrant. For instance, Yoomee, 
introduced earlier in this chapter, experienced racially biased opinions about undocumented 
immigrants in her community and feared that kind of racialization would soon be applied to 
undocumented South Koreans who couldn’t live up to the hopes of their community. 
I knew I was undocumented, so there was certain pressure that I should do my best at 
school so that I could be free from the “illegals, the lazy and irresponsible cheaters.” 
Growing up in a Korean community, I knew how the folks degraded “the illegal 
immigrants,” comparing them to Korean Americans with the U. S. citizenship. Korean 
Americans were the good immigrants. I tried my best to fit in the Korean American 
phenotype.  
Sungju , a 25-year-old undocumented Korean immigrant young adult from Annandale, Virginia, 
also observed that Korean Americans compared undocumented Latinx with Korean immigrants.  
I worked at a Korean grocery store every summer when I was a teenager. I worked in the 
rice section and helped people move heavy rice packages to their cart or to the counter. 
[…] The owner and managers often praised that I was quick in action. They said I was a 
responsible worker who was never late in the morning. These compliments were 
followed by some comparison that put down the other workers from different racial 
groups. It was like, they [non-Korean workers] were irresponsible, or untrustworthy… 
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They said that’s why so many of them were undocumented. Whenever I heard it, my 
heart beat hard. I wondered if they knew I was also undocumented… Nobody knew I was 
undocumented, but I was paranoid about what other people said about illegals. I wanted 
to figure out how I could make the fear disappear. So I studied hard. I was just a high 
schooler. I didn’t know how to deal with it in another way, but I thought Koreans 
wouldn’t criticize me too harshly if I was a model student.  
Sungju remembered when he was exposed to the discriminatory comments about undocumented 
immigrants, and he found this was prevalent in his ethnic community. Although it was almost the 
first time for him to hear someone openly criticize undocumented immigrants, he was certain 
nobody knew he was undocumented. Yet Sungju was frustrated by the repeated comments. 
Seeing his given legal status through the eyes of Korean Americans, he felt ashamed about his 
situation and afraid he would be condemned by them in the same way. Likewise to what Yoomee 
said, Sungju, who was a teenager that did not have mentors or supporters who could help him to 
see the racial comments in the other way, the only solution he could think of to resolve the fear 
and shame was to satisfy the ethnic community’s general standard for a good immigrant. As high 
school students, Sungju and Yoomee believed studying hard and becoming model students 
would be the one thing they could achieve. In other words, racial discrimination, combined with 
the hatred toward undocumented immigrants, shaped Sungsu and Yoomee’s initial thoughts 
about what it meant to be a good immigrant.  
While the Korean ethnic community encouraged the undocumented Korean immigrant 
young adults, who were teenagers back at that time, to become ideal members of the community 
through educational achievement, U. S. policy and law also sent the message that only educated 
and moral undocumented youth would be protected by the immigration policy. For instance, 
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Plyler v. Doe (1982) guaranteeing K-12 education for unauthorized immigrant children 
regardless of their legal status was aimed to educate children in consideration of the possibility 
of their becoming U.S. citizens in the future. Specifically, Judge William J. Brennan, Jr. wrote 
about the legal basis for providing K-12 education for undocumented children and youth in this 
opinion (Brennan & Supreme Court of the United States, 1981). 
Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and local governments. 
[…] It is required in the performance of our most basic public responsibilities, even 
service in the armed forces. It is the very foundation of good citizenship. […] By denying 
these children [of the undocumented aliens] a basic education, we deny them the ability 
to live within the structure of our civic institutions, and foreclose any realistic possibility 
that they will contribute in even the smallest way to the progress of our Nation. 
Brennan reveals that the value of education, particularly in providing education for 
undocumented children and youth, was defined in connection with its utility for the state. As a 
base for guaranteeing a K-12 education for them, it places its legitimacy on the necessity of 
education for producing good citizens. In this document, the undocumented children and youth’ 
rights to education were justified by the expectation they would contribute to the United States in 
case they become citizens in the future or, even if they would not become citizens, the possibility 
that they could bring contributions to the country’s development. The DREAM Act, which was 
introduced to provide permanent residency for certain undocumented immigrant youth and later 
became the model for DACA, also exhibited similar reasoning. Dick Durbin, one of the two 
senators who introduced the DREAM Act, voiced his opinion in a speech during the Senate 
Judiciary Subcommittee on Immigration, Refugees, and Border Security on June 28, 2011. His 
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aim was to push the House of Representatives to pass the DREAM Act as it had been pending 
for 10 years.  
Thousands of immigrant students in the United States were brought to the United States 
as children. It was not their decision to come to this country, but they grew up here 
pledging allegiance to our flag and singing our national anthem. They are American in 
their hearts. The DREAM Act would give these young people a chance to earn legal 
status if they have good moral character and go to college or serve in the military. The 
DREAM Act would make America a stronger country by giving these talented 
immigrants the chance to fulfill their potential. 
Here, by placing undocumented immigrant children and youth on the line of being moral, 
educated, or patriotic, Durbin oriented and directed the undocumented immigrants’ desire for 
success as aligned with the future of the United States. It reveals how state official’s discourse of 
undocumented youth creates a divide between undocumented youth as those who could become 
ideal youth-citizens and those who cannot, and in doing so aligns an understanding of 
undocumented youth within the beliefs of the political state ideology. Such state discourse notes 
that while undocumented children and youth are not U.S. citizens, their potential reproductive 
future and contribution to the state (Edelman, 2004; Stevens, 1999) should afford them the 
conditional right to live in the United States. 
  In sum, undocumented Korean immigrant young adults’ desire for educational 
achievement was not solely motivated by their hope for realizing upward mobility. Instead, the 
desire was shaped at the intersection of the pressure from multiple actors such as their family, the 
ethnic community, and the state: they wanted to be part of that future. In response to their 
parents’ expectation for them to be well educated in exchange for the parents’ sacrifice, their 
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ethnic community’s consideration that one’s diligence was a virtue that produced a model 
Korean immigrant; and the state’s emphasis that the undocumented immigrant youths’ right to 
remain in the United States is connected with their education and morality, undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults studied and worked hard to prove they deserved to be seen as 
good children, ideal Korean immigrants, and an future asset to the United States. In the following 
section, I discuss what institutional and personal barriers they have experienced while trying to 
achieve the educational success during their time in K-12 and higher education.  
 
Hurdles in Education: Shortage of Support for Information, Resources, and Financial Aid 
In this section, I discuss the obstacles undocumented immigrant students faced in 
achieving their educational aspirations and how they interpreted their experiences in K-12 and 
higher education.  Particularly, many of the interviewees mentioned the absence of information, 
resources, and financial support during their K-12 or higher education in addition to their 
psychological burden. The generational differences in understanding social institutions show the 
temporal differences in aspirations. The younger generation of Korean undocumented 
immigrants is literally and figuratively out of time. This is not just a question of generational 
shift but rather an indication that transnational generations experience different economic and 
political conditions. However much aspirations may be connected across generations, navigating 
very different institutions means living those aspirations in very different material conditions. 
Undocumented Korean immigrant young adults frequently mentioned they had 
difficulties in navigating U.S. schools. Their challenges as students were caused not only because 
their parents were busy working 24/7 to make a living in the new country, but also because their 
parents were not familiar with the U.S. education system. Thus, in many cases, their parents were 
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not able to provide proper help for their children. Aspirations and motivation, in short, are not 
enough. Students need “in time” intervention and help. As Yoomee’s experience revealed, the 
situation was much better when they had an extended family who had already settled in the 
United States and were able to help out with schooling issues. In her case, as introduced earlier 
in this chapter, she had a cousin who had attended U.S. schools so he was able to mentor her 
about catching up on and understanding her school’s requirements and curriculum. However, this 
situation was not applicable for everyone. Janghoon, a 25-year-old undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adult vividly remembered how challenging it was for him to follow along in 
his classes.   
My mom and I settled down in Connecticut when I was 9-years-old. Someone introduced 
her [his mother] to a job at a nail shop in there. There were not many Koreans like in 
New York, so it was advantageous for her to secure the work. It was not a good place for 
me though. We knew nobody there. She worked until late at night, so she didn’t have 
time to make friends or get to know the neighbors. Because we were undocumented, she 
was actually wary of getting know people. I was alone both at home and school. I didn’t 
know what was going on at the school, like what to study, what to prepare for, or how to 
do better. I had no idea about extracurricular activities. Until I made a new friend in my 
second year at the school, there was no information for me to figure out my school life.   
By not having anyone who could support his schooling with information and knowledge on how 
to navigate it, Janghoon struggled with education in the United States when he first arrived. Due 
to their legal status, Janghoon’s mother was not active in networking in Connecticut and this 
caused Janghoon to stay more isolated.  
Janghoon’s story not only reveals the predicament of undocumented students, but also 
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reflects the hardship commonly experienced by underprivileged students in K-12 education. 
Students from the working class often find it difficult that their parents are not always available 
to provide guidance for their schooling or they have no mentors or role models to encourage 
them to study. The fact that the undocumented immigrant students’ difficult school experiences 
are analogous to and overlap with those of minoritized students tells us why listening to the 
voices of undocumented immigrant students matters. While communities and families may seek 
to help the younger generations with motivational slogans, these are not enough if there are 
multiplying obstacles to educational attainment or persistent political, economic, and social 
barriers to equity and inclusion. 
 Even when Korean immigrant students had mentors and support from relatives, senior 
students, or friends during their school years, there were still obstacles to deal with, especially a 
sense of relational deprivation they found in comparison to their peer group. Boyoung, who I met 
through Yoomee, shared her perspectives on this issue with me. She was also born in 1988 in 
South Korea and immigrated to New Jersey in 1999, a year prior to Yoomee. She attended the 
same school as Yoomee in her teens, where many Korean American and early study-abroad 
students from South Korea were enrolled. 
I was lucky to some extent. There were many FOBs [fresh-off-the boat] like me, so I 
heard the Korean language often at school. What made me stress out was [that] the other 
Korean kids apparently had an inside track. Those rich kids received a lot of caring from 
their mothers. We were all new to the U.S. school, but they quickly caught up with the 
school life. They attended a private institute, they joined after-school activities, and they 
knew how to prepare to enter a good university in the future. I really wanted to do well in 
school, cause I believed I could make up for my weakness—my legal status—if my 
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performance would be good. But I didn’t have any support from adults but I saw the 
other kids got better and better with their parents’ help. I didn’t feel resentful, but slowly 
lost my confidence. Then my motivation to study weakened. Sometimes I felt I wouldn’t 
be good like them no matter how much I tried. When I look back on those days, I regret 
that I never asked someone to help me, but even if I returned to those days, I might not be 
able to do so. It was just too scary to let the others know about my situation [legal status].    
Different from Janghoon who started his education in the new country in a place where he barely 
found people he felt were friendly, Boyoung was put into an environment where she was able to 
adapt to the U.S. school smoothly with the other Korean students who spoke the same language 
and were also new to the school. However, as Boyoung observed, some of her Korean peers, 
with support from their parents, learned how to manage U.S. school life faster than she could. In 
contrast, Boyoung found her situation disadvantageous. In spite of her goal to achieve academic 
success, she gradually lost her confidence. Her narrative reveals that the motivation of 
undocumented immigrant Korean students to attain a good education, who already felt inferior 
among their peer group due to their legal status, was impacted by the visible gap in the quantity 
and quality of support for their education that was predetermined by their socio-economic status. 
Whereas undocumented Korean immigrant students needed advice and assistance to settle into 
U.S. schools when they first arrived in the States, they often could not expect to receive the 
support from their parents. Because of the fear of disclosing their legal status, they were hesitant 
to seek the necessary help from others. 
There were also some cases in which the undocumented Korean immigrant students 
reached out to teachers or school counselors to ask about information and resources that could be 
helpful to them. This particularly happened when it came time for the students to apply for 
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college. Even if they felt shy or ashamed to reveal their legal status to others, some of them 
decided to break the silence as they were desperate to find help. Unfortunately, my interviewees 
responded that they usually did not receive satisfactory responses from their teachers or school 
counselors. Myoungmin from Flushing, Queens was one student who was disappointed with his 
conversation with his school counselor.    
It was 2007. At the end of my junior year in high school, I took up my courage to meet 
with the counselor cause I wanted to get advice to figure out my application for college. 
He didn’t know anything though. He basically didn’t understand what I meant by my 
legal status. He was curious why I didn’t have either a green card or U.S. citizenship and 
why my parents let me stay illegal. [Silence for a while.] When he kind of blamed my 
parents, saying like “I don’t know why your parents made you go through this 
situation…,” I was more than disappointed… It was my first time coming out [as an 
undocumented immigrant]. I regretted that I did it and didn’t come out to anyone for 
years after that. […] I knew there were many undocumented kids at my school though. I 
don’t get it why he was so ignorant about how to respond to people like me. 
For Myoungmin, it was not easy to decide to disclose his legal status and his related concern to 
someone outside his family. Yet in spite of his fear, he reached out to the school counselor 
because he couldn’t think of other ways to find help for his college application. His experience 
with the counselor who seemed close to investigating Myoungmin’s immigration path and 
criticized his parents’ choice in front of him left him deeply disappointed. In my research, I 
found it was not only Myoungmin who faced this lack of assistance during their conversations 
with teachers or counselors. Whereas many people are now familiar with the large 
undocumented immigrant population and the related immigration policy such as DACA, the 
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situation was different a decade ago. Until recently the general public was not aware of the 
undocumented immigrants or their everyday struggles. 
The fact that the school personnel not only did not have the practical information that 
could be helpful to the undocumented immigrant students, but were ignorant about how to react 
toward the students who asked for help reveals there was a risk in schools to produce collateral 
trauma to undocumented students. However, though it was inappropriate that Myoungmin was 
treated disrespectfully by the school counselor, placing the case’s problem solely as the school 
worker’s individual fault is insufficient. Rather, it points out there was a shortage or absence of a 
systemic manual that the federal government or the U.S. Department of Education should have 
provided to the local schools. If there was a well-designed undocumented students’ responsive 
manual for the school teachers and counselors to better understand and prepare for advising the 
children and youth of undocumented immigrants, followed by substantial resources to help out 
the students, Myoungmin and many others like him would not have had to go through such a 
hurtful situation. However, advising undocumented students has been a challenging issue for the 
teachers and counselors, too. I attended the “Annual Immigrant Youth Empowerment 
Conference: Borders Divide, Struggles Unite,” a day-long event for making the undocumented 
community’s urgent issues visible, at the University of California, Los Angeles in 2016. I met a 
junior high school teacher from San Bernardino, who attended the conference with a group of 
students and parents from her school. She said she had numerous undocumented immigrant 
students but could not find the best way to advise them; thus she attended the conference to learn 
how to help. Even though it was a decade after Myoungmin experienced his unfavorable 
situation, and it was after the announcement of DACA that raised public discussion on the 
support for undocumented immigrant youth, a school teacher from a public school in Southern 
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California with the largest undocumented population still had to find out about the resources for 
her students by herself. Considering how much mentors and teachers’ advise and support can 
impact undocumented students’  decisions about college or their future, it is urgent to discuss the 
need for creating both a formal manual and training to provide school personnel with updated 
information and resources for undocumented immigrant students.    
The last obstacle the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults mentioned regarding 
their education was the financial hardship in completing their higher education. Whereas K-12 
education was affordable for their families, the tuition fees and stipends for higher education was 
costly. Unlike their peer group, they did not have access to student loans or federal scholarships 
due to their legal status. As people from the working class, they faced difficulty in securing the 
expenses for continuing their education after graduating from high school. To resolve this 
situation, undocumented Korean immigrant adults had to spend a longer time in finishing their 
advanced degrees by repeating their registration on and off due to their work schedule to earn 
money. Or, sometimes two or more siblings helped each other out by taking time off from 
college or university to earn money to pay for the other’s expenses. 
For instance, Sunjoo from Chicago had top scores in her Grade Point Average (GPA) and 
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) but could not apply to her dream school as it was financially 
unaffordable. She looked for scholarships for a long time, but all the fellowships she found were 
only eligible for U.S. citizens or people with permanent residency. After she enrolled in a public 
university that had the most attractive program in her major, she worked several part-time jobs 
simultaneously to save money. It was difficult for her to imagine joining student organizations or 
extracurricular activities as she did not have enough time to get prepared for the classes she took. 
With much effort, she transferred to her dream school after 3 years at the public university. 
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However, the tuition fee was very expensive, so she was able to take only two or three courses 
every semester and continued to work part-time every day. It took over 7 years for her to receive 
her bachelor’s degree. She finally achieved what she had always dreamed of, but the length of 
time it took for her to finish her higher education caused her begin her career at older age 
compared to her peer group. In addition to the monetary burden, she had to deal with physical 
fatigue and a limited social life in her 20s due to the absence of financial aid or loans unavailable 
for undocumented immigrant students. 
In sum, the shortage in the support for information, resources, and financial aid for the 
undocumented immigrant students’ education affected their experiences in K-12 and higher 
education and created obstacles in their desire to realize their academic goals. As a way to 
advance their given life conditions, many of them expected that their educational success would 
bring a better future. In spite of their willingness to seek support, there was not proper resources 
and help provided by their school or society. In the end, undocumented Korean immigrant young 
adults had to figure out ways to access the necessary information regarding their education or 
access to higher education by themselves.    
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I analyzed how the meaning of education has shaped among the 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults in relation to their family, ethnic community, and 
the state. In particular, focusing on how the value of education was created and interpreted as a 
means to approve their deservingness to stay in the United States, I analyze the meaning 
formation of education among them in the context of educational aspiration among Korean 
parents of post-Korean war generation, desire for sustaining the model minority myth in the 
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ethnic community, and the U.S. government’s policy on the undocumented immigrant youth and 
young adults. In so doing, I demonstrate that their perceptions about education is constructed and 
transformed not only by what the new country finds palatable, but also by the Korean value 
practices deemed by their parents as valuable by applying a transnational approach in 
understanding the complicated meaning of education. Through paying attention to the power that 
renders the notion of the ideal youth-citizen as the purpose of sustaining the reproductive future 
of the family, community, and the state, I investigate the shifting desire and anxiety of 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults as it is linked to education. Moreover, by 
introducing how the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults had to struggle and 
challenge various obstacles in their K-12 and higher education, I unpacked the significance of 
the education-related immigration policy in sustaining the lives of undocumented students. The 
recent phenomenon that they are finding an even worse situation regarding the futurelessness of 
their lives and even consider returning to South Korea regardless of their hope for continuing 
their lives in the United States shows us that there are still many issues we should resolve.  
To some people, it might seem that the undocumented Korean students with college 
degrees are still privileged compared to others who are more marginalized. However, the feeling 
of depravation and resignation that the undocumented Korean immigrant youth experience, in 
contrast to their expectation of a better life, tells us that their pain should be considered seriously. 
Although generally thought of as a privileged minority or an honorary white, Asian immigrants 
and their actual struggles have been less valued and barely heard. Not only does their hardship 
matter, but also their pain clearly reveals the discriminatory system of the U.S. society, thus it is 
significant to listen to their voices, particularly at this moment of increasing anti-immigrant 
discourse and racism in the country. 
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CHAPTER 5: AT THE CROSSROADS OF CHANGE: DEFERRED ACTION FOR 
CHILDHOOD ARRIVALS, UNDOCUMENTED KOREAN YOUNG ADULTS’ 
PARTICIPATION ON ACTIVISM, AND UN-ENDED CHALLENGES 
 
On January 14, 2017, a week before President Donald Trump’s inauguration day, Junsoo 
Lee, a 19-year-old undocumented Korean immigrant activist from Virginia, gave a speech at the 
“Here To Stay” rally in Washington DC.4  
Because of the ignorance and hatred towards immigrants and refugees, because visibility 
means the risk of deportation, we are forced to bite down on our tongues. But we cannot 
be afraid of standing up for ourselves. Silence is no longer our safety. I speak out in 
vulnerability because our strength is our resilience. What I ask of the community is not to 
wait for the leaders to give you a voice but to become the voice this nation needs. My 
name is Junsoo Lee, I am undocumented, unapologetic, unafraid, and I am here to stay. 
 More than a thousand people packed into the historic Metropolitan African Methodist Episcopal 
Church to demand that the Trump administration not put into effect anti-immigration executive 
orders gave Lee a resounding round of applause. He was the only Asian immigrant among the 
line-up of official speakers at the church rally that day. When Lee descended the stage after his 
speech, a group of Korean American activists for immigrant rights and undocumented Koreans 
there for support welcomed him warmly. Many other undocumented Korean activists and allies 
                                                          
4 The personal names used here are pseudonyms except for Tereza Lee and Ju Hong who have been 
featured in multiple media outlets and have given me permission to use their real names in this chapter. 




not able to be present physically also had watched a Facebook Livestream provided by the 
National Korean American Service and Education Consortium (NAKASEC). By leaving 
comments or hitting ‘like’, numerous undocumented Koreans and supporters for immigrant 
rights across the nation appreciated Junsoo’s speech and his presence as the only Asian 
immigrant of the day.  
 In this chapter, I investigate undocumented Korean young adults’ participation in their 
activism for immigration reform. Their political participation ignited by the proposed DREAM 
Act in 2001 became more visible and vibrant when the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA) program was initiated in 2012. This chapter consist of three parts. I present the story of 
Tereza Lee, an undocumented Korean pianist from Chicago, Illinois, who inspired Senator Dick 
Durbin to propose the DREAM Act and how she influenced other undocumented Korean youth 
and young adults to break their silence and become activists before DACA was announced. Her 
story also reveals how undocumented Korean activists interpret the discriminatory discourse on 
undocumented immigrants within their ethnic community.  
I also analyze their activism during the DACA era between 2012 and 2017. I highlight 
the impact that DACA has had in promoting the political participation of undocumented Korean 
young adults and the potential challenges. Particularly, focusing on the rallies, campaigns, and 
youth programs organized and run by undocumented Korean activists in Chicago, the District of 
Columbia/Virginia, Los Angeles, and New York, I analyze how the activists expanded their 
frame of activism through collaboration and solidarity with other immigrant groups from 
different racial, ethnic, and citizenship backgrounds.  
Lastly, I argue the restrictions and limitations of undocumented Korean activism. 
Through the narratives of the undocumented Korean activists who once had been active 
84 
 
members of the movement, or who are currently involved in the activism, I analyze what 
tensions, barriers, and limitations they have experienced and how those components were shaped 
at the intersection of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and legal status.   
  
Birth of the DREAM Act: The rise of undocumented Korean activism and racial struggles 
The Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act (S.1291) was 
introduced by Senator Dick Durbin (D-IL) and Orrin Hatch (R-UT) on August 1, 2001 as a 
bipartisan bill to provide “qualified” undocumented youth conditional residency and ultimately, 
lawful permanent resident status. The proposal was monumental as there had been an absence of 
federal-level legal protection for undocumented immigrants for a long time. However, at the 
same time, the legislation soon brought debates and dilemmas among the undocumented 
immigrant communities and immigrant rights supporters because the requirements of the 
DREAM Act was not inclusive for all undocumented immigrants but only for some of them. 
According to the proposed DREAM Act, only applicants who satisfied the requirements below 
were eligible to receive protection. They should 
 be at least 12-years-old before the enactment of the DREAM Act,  
 submit the application before age 21, 
 have a high school diploma or the equivalent,  
 have resided in the United States for at least 5 years at the time of the enactment 
of the DREAM Act, and   
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 have good moral character and no criminal record5  
For many immigrant rights activists who had worked toward realizing comprehensive 
immigration reform for all the undocumented population, the DREAM Act only covering the 
young and educated immigrants was not an ideal bill. They were also concerned if passing the 
DREAM Act would become a barrier in achieving comprehensive immigration reform in the 
future in case the federal government and politicians legitimized their indifference to expand 
legal protection for undocumented immigrants due to the implementation of the DREAM Act.  
However, as it was the only path for undocumented youth to continue their education and 
apply for a work permit, many nonprofit organizations for immigrant rights and activists ended 
up supporting the DREAM Act. Furthermore, nobody was sure whether comprehensive 
immigration reform could soon be realized. It was agreed to let the young adults be legalized by 
first supporting the DREAM Act to pass Congress but then moving forward to push Congress to 
take action for comprehensive immigration reform. Numerous rallies, campaigns, petition drives, 
and legislative visits for passing the DREAM Act were organized locally and nationally. The 
media paid attention to the proposed DREAM Act and its related activities, and the term 
“DREAMer” referring to the undocumented youth became highly popular. During this time 
Tereza Lee, mentioned previously, was featured in numerous media. Her story in the following 
paragraphs is based on the interview I conducted with her in Manhattan, New York in Spring, 
2016.   
Tereza was born in Sao Paulo, Brazil in 1985 where her parents owned a clothing 
business. Her parents decided to leave the country after a bank fraud swindled them. The family 
                                                          
5 GovTrack.us. (2018). S. 1291 — 107th Congress: Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors 
Act. Retrieved from https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/107/s1291 
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settled in Chicago but became undocumented immigrants when their tourist visa expired. For 
Tereza, playing  the piano, which she did to help out in her father’s church, was the most 
important part of her life. She was very talented and was recognized as a rising young pianist 
who had played as a soloist with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra. She was admitted to the  
Manhattan School of Music, but it did not take long for her to find out that she was ineligible to 
enter the school due to her legal status. On her behalf, Ann Monaco, the director at the Merit 
School of Music in Chicago, reached out to Illinois Senator Dick Durbin and asked him to 
support Tereza to continue her journey as a pianist by entering music school. The Immigration 
and Naturalization Service informed him that the only way she could resolve her legal status was 
to leave the United States. If she remained in the United States she risked being caught in a 
crackdown and deported to Brazil.   
 Inspired by Tereza’s case, Senator Dick Durbin became interested in the life conditions 
of undocumented immigrant youth. He and his staff soon learned the size of undocumented 
immigrant youth and institutional barriers the youth were encountering. Based on this research 
and reviews, he proposed the DREAM Act with his colleague Senator Orrin Hatch in 2001. Once 
DREAM Act was introduced, Tereza tried her best to see it passed. For instance, she attended the 
Senate Hearing on the DREAM Act for the Senate Judiciary Subcommittee on Immigration, 
Refugees, and Border Security and gave a public speech with Senator Dick Durbin.6 Also, she 
had interviews with multiple newspapers and gave public speeches at numerous rallies.7 As there 
                                                          
6 United States Senator Dick Durbin Illinois, “Opening Remarks At The First-Ever Senate Hearing On 
The DREAM Act.” Retrieved from http://www.durbin.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/opening-
remarks-at-the-first-ever-senate-hearing-on-the-dream-act 
7 For more details, see Laura Cambron and John Wojcik, “13,000 Jam Navy Pier to Gain Legal Status.” 
People’s World, August 16, 2012. Retrieved from http://www.peoplesworld.org/article/13-000-jam-navy-
pier-to-gain-legal-status/ Also, see Hyphen Magazine, “Tereza Lee, the Original DREAMer,” September 
17, 2012. Retrieved from http://hyphenmagazine.com/blog/2012/9/17/tereza-lee-original-dreamer 
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was no guarantee she would not be a target for a crackdown or deportation, disclosing all of her 
personal information and being visual in the media required huge courage and commitment. She 
remembered she was hopeful that Congress would pass the DREAM Act and that made her feel 
more confident. In Fall 2001, she was slated to testify at another Senate hearing in Washington 
on September 12th However, the day before, she received a phone call informing her that the 
hearing had been cancelled due to the September 11 attacks and her hope for the Dream Act’s 
passage evaporated When I interviewed her in Manhattan in April 2016, Tereza regretted that we 
missed the opportunity to pass the DREAM Act as almost 60 senators had supported it. She also 
remembered that the general public opinion about the newly introduced DREAM Act was 
positive. Once the chance to pass it disappeared, however, the DREAM Act was not reintroduced 
until 2016. 
 In spite of the unexpected legal barriers facing the DREAM Act, Tereza continued her 
participation in the activism for undocumented immigrants. For example, in addition to 
continuing to share her stories at rallies, she delivered messages for the necessity of immigration 
reform during her piano recitals. Her tireless efforts affected many young undocumented Korean 
youth. Yoonyoung, a 26-year-old undocumented Korean youth activist in New York, was one of 
them. For her, Tereza was a symbolic figure who inspired her to break her silence and challenge 
the racialized stereotypes of undocumented immigrants. 
Yoonyoung: It is reassuring to have her in our community. Even when there was no 
public conversation about the undocumented immigrants, she bravely stood up and spoke 
to media about our struggles and fear. I’m proud of her because she is the person who 
shows everyone, “We are not the Korean immigrants who you think.”  
Author: What do you mean by “we are not the Korean immigrants who you think”?  
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Yoonyoung: We’re not the people who are just greedy to enter Ivy League schools and 
make more money. We’re not the selfish-cowards who are not interested in political 
engagement. She exactly showed it to all. She broke the silence of the undocumented 
immigrants. She broke the social stereotype of Korean immigrants. She’s even not 
undocumented anymore [Tereza became a U.S. citizen after she married a man with the 
U.S. citizenship.], but still speaks up about us relentlessly. [...] Once I went to her piano 
performance. Rather than only playing a piano, she explained about how classical music 
from Europe came to the United States, settled down in the new country, and has 
expanded the genre of classical music through its own development. And then she made a 
connection of it to the case of new immigrants including the undocumented in the United 
States. Even on the stage, she continued her activism in that way, for which I was deeply 
touched. For us, she’s like a “godmother”–-the legendary, original pioneer of the 
[undocumented] Korean folks.     
 Throughout the interview, Yoonyoung repeatedly mentioned how much she was 
impressed by Tereza’s contribution in raising the visibility of undocumented youth and her 
continuous involvement in activism. Particularly, Yoonyoung was fascinated by Tereza’s role in 
challenging the racial stereotype. Tereza’s comments that, “We’re not the people who are just 
greedy to enter Ivy League schools and make more money. We’re not the selfish-cowards who 
are not interested in political engagement,” keenly portrayed the common racial stereotype 
towards Korean and Asian immigrants. Expressions such as “greedy,” “Ivy League school,” 
“more money,” and “selfish-cowards” particularly reflected the social stigma placed on Asian 
Americans. They were considered a financially and educationally successful materialistic 
minority but politically apathetic. Tereza’s continuing engagement in her activism for 
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undocumented immigrants regardless of the change in her legal status and her everyday life, 
including combining piano concerts and fighting for immigration reform, deeply touched 
Yoonyoung. As a person who had been involved in undocumented activism in the late 2000s 
before DACA was introduced or undocumented youth activism had gone viral nationally, 
Yoonyoung had experienced a sense of isolation and loneliness as an undocumented Korean 
youth activist. She deeply empathized with Lee’s dedication. 
 Yoonyoung was not the only interviewee of my research collaborators who interpreted 
the meaning of thought about undocumented Korean immigrant activism in relation to the 
complex ideas about race and racism. Whereas some activists mentioned the issue of race and 
undocumented activism in light of how the society sees Korean and Asian immigrants from the 
outside, other activists talked a lot about how internal racism in the form of embracing the model 
minority within Korean American community affected their activism as undocumented 
immigrants. In other words, they found there was a shared sense of pride about being the model 
immigrants among the Korean American community and how the community did not accept or 
support the undocumented Korean immigrants’ efforts for making themselves more visible 
through political participation. However, the undocumented Korean immigrants were labeled as 
shameful by the community and seen as damaging Korean Americans’ honor. Combined with 
the Korean American community’s racism towards the other racial groups, there was prevalent 
discourse that assumed ‘the illegals’ were lazy, criminal, and irresponsible immigrants.  
 The activists’ concerns for the reaction within the ethnic community were also reflected 
in Ju Hong’s statement about coming out.8 Ju is one of the well-known undocumented Korean 
                                                          
8 In my dissertation, I use Ju Hong’s name with his permission. 
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activists with the nickname, “heckler,” who interrupted former President Barack Obama’s speech 
on immigration reform in San Francisco on November 25, 2013 to ask him to stop the mass 
deportation of undocumented immigrants. Although this was when he became famous nationally, 
he had been an avid immigrant rights activist for a long time. In 2009, he released a video clip 
titled “Korean Student Shares a Secret (Hanin ch'ŏngnyŏnŭi Pimil kobaek)” on YouTube to raise 
awareness about undocumented Korean Americans by “coming out” himself as undocumented.9  
Hi, my name is Ju Hong. Today I’m going to tell you something about myself. I’m taking 
a risk because I’m going to tell you something I don’t normally tell other people. I’m an 
undocumented immigrant. A lot of people don’t think there are any Korean 
undocumented people. Actually there are about 230,000 undocumented Korean people 
living in the United States. They are the seventh largest group of undocumented 
immigrants. That’s heartbreaking news and most people don’t know anything about this. 
Here’s what undocumented means to me: being afraid of being deported back to Korea, 
being separated from my family, and being afraid of not graduating from college. Ever 
since I came to this country I have worked hard in school and I dreamed of going to 
college, but a few years ago my dreams were completely shattered. I learned that my 
family and I were living here illegally because our visas had expired. I’m unable to get a 
job, obtain a driver’s license, and receive financial aid. I don’t have access to education 
opportunities that other people take for granted. Worst of all, I’m afraid of being 
deported. I have nightmares of immigration officials knocking on my door arresting my 
mom, my sister, and me. I awake wondering if I have any future at all. Recently, I heard 
                                                          
9 Ju Hong, “Korean Student Shares a Secret,” BayAreaS4FC’s Official Youtube Page. November 10, 
2009. Retrieved from https://youtu.be/L5G5F5_CrZQ. 
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about a bill, a federal bill called the DREAM Act. The DREAM Act would help 
thousands of undocumented of students like me, students who came to this country when 
we were young, did well in school, and graduated from high school. If the DREAM Act 
passes, I can stay here legally and go to college and get a job and support my family. 
Some of you may think that I shouldn’t talk about this issue. Maybe you think I should 
keep a silent because I’m bringing shame to the Korean Americans. But I can’t be silent 
anymore. I need your help. I need your voices, your leadership, and your advocacy to 
pass the DREAM Act. So please, don’t be ashamed to talk about this issue. It’s the only 
thing that will help me and help thousands of undocumented students to do something 
important with our lives. You can make my dreams a reality and you can change my life. 
Thank you.    
Ju continues to be concerned about relationship between the Korean American community and 
immigration reform. He mentioned his concerns about the Korean community’s response to his 
coming out when he produced this video clip asking the immigrant communities, including the 
Korean American community, to support the DREAM Act. In the interview that I conducted 
with him in Summer 2016, he said it was one of the most important parts of his YouTube project 
to persuade the watchers with Korean American backgrounds to change their negative perception 
towards undocumented Korean immigrants. When he came to realize the size of undocumented 
Korean immigrants in the United States, he wished his fellow undocumented Korean immigrants 
would not feel despair when they heard the discriminatory discourse about the undocumented 
population in their ethnic community. By voicing in the video, “Maybe you think I should keep 
silent because I’m bringing shame to Korean Americans. But I can’t be silent anymore. I need 
your help. I need your voices, your leadership, and your advocacy to pass the DREAM Act”, he 
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was challenging the anti-undocumented immigration atmosphere of the Korean American 
community and calling for a change. More than 30,000 people have checked out the YouTube 
video. It has also received numerous comments both from supporters as well as opponents of the 
DREAM Act. Whereas the supporters welcomed and embraced his brave coming out as an 
undocumented Korean immigrant, opponents called him a “free-rider,” that is, a person 
depending on someone else’s tax money or even violating the U. S. law. Some comments were 
written in Korean and mentioned they felt shame that this Korean man was ruining the reputation 
of the other Korean immigrants who have lived and worked legally and diligently in the United 
States. Furthermore, the controversial reactions of the commentators revealed the difficult 
situation undocumented Korean immigrants were experiencing in their everyday lives. 
 Many undocumented Koreans, as well as other undocumented immigrant youth activists, 
described their legal status as a long time secret as a long long-time secret, or “closeted.” .When 
they decided to break their silence and publicly declare their legal status, they called it their 
“coming out.” As it is well known, the terms ‘“closeted’ closeted” or ‘“coming out’ out” are 
borrowed from the practice of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer activists. If coming 
out meant for the people with non-heterogeneous backgrounds to transform their positionality 
from a sense of despair, lethargy, and fear to confidence, pride, and hope, it also meant it was an 
symbolic process for the undocumented immigrants to declare they would no longer be ashamed 
about their legal status but would seek and demand fair treatment from U. S. society.  
 Hyunmin is another undocumented Korean activist who came out about her legal status 
and fought for her fellow undocumented Koreans. Raised and living in Koreatown, Los Angeles, 
she shared how much coming out at an early age, before DACA was announced, had been 
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burdensome in relation to the unique feature of the ethnic community. She said it was not only 
risky for herself but also disclosing her legal status publicly was problematic for her family .  
I could say it is rare for the first-generation Korean immigrants, particularly the adults 
such as my parents’ generation, not to read those newspapers such as Korea Daily or 
Korea Times. [These are the most popular Korean media for the Korean immigrants in 
the United States that covers news of both South Korea and the United States in Korean.] 
They regularly learn of news from the two newspapers. Or, also from Radio Korea 
[Korean radio station for Korean immigrants] and MBC America [a U.S. branch of the 
television broadcasting station of South Korea]. So, if you speak at a press conference for 
undocumented Korean immigrants, baring your name and face, it will be covered by 
those media, and then your neighbor, or your friends’ mom, or your church members, or 
your parents’ co-workers will figure out immediately that it’s you. Of course they would 
sense that your other family members might be also undocumented. So, coming out as an 
activist in Koreatown is to voluntarily spread the word to the whole community that “I’m 
undocumented ‘AND’ [she made air quotes.] my mom, my dad, and my siblings are 
undocumented.” Koreatown is big but small. It is easy to figure out who’s whose son or 
daughter. When one family member becomes an activist, it automatically causes a 
sacrifice of the whole family. That’s why our decision to come out in public [as an 
undocumented Korean immigrant] is huge. But even a more hurtful thing [than coming 
out] is that our [Korean] community or Asian American community being cold toward 
our work. They know so many undocumented Korean immigrants exist and how much 
the people struggle, but they hush it up. When we speak out condemning the U.S. 
government’s wrong policy at rallies, some elderly Koreans tell us, “You shouldn’t do 
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this. Don’t make a trouble in here [in the United States]. When you live here, you’d better 
live ch'ak'age.” They neither support what we do or understand how much we are in a 
desperate situation.  
I have often heard from other interviewees Hyunmin’s description of the unique feature 
of Koreatown; that is, “Koreatown is big but small.” Because the community members habitually 
rely on several major Korean ethnic media, information, rumors, and gossip quickly circulate. 
Moreover, because my interviewees’ parents are first-generation Koreans who are usually not 
fluent English speakers, most of them resided in Koreatown where they could find jobs and live 
without using English. Because they lacked permits to work legally and driver’s licenses to 
commute easily from their home to their work place, to some extent, they had no choice but to 
settle down in Koreatown. For those without a sufficient safety net or network to learn how to 
survive when they arrived in the United States, attending Korean churches in Koreatown was 
another common pattern. Ironically, the undocumented households’ connectivity to Koreatown 
and Korean churches for their security could become a source of risk when a family member 
came out and declared she or he is undocumented. 
 As Hyunmin mentioned, another hurdle was the low support or dissent surrounding the 
existence of undocumented immigrants within the Korean American community. The message 
Hyunmin heard from Korean Americans during the rallies was, “You shouldn’t do this. Don’t 
make a trouble in here [in the United States]. When you live here, you’d better live ch'ak'age” 
reflects the difficulty well. The Korean word, ch'ak'age, means not only being good and nice but 
also living morally and innocently. The words from the Korean community member implied that 
the undocumented immigrants were already or potential criminals who are violating the rules of 
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their new country. Their saying “don’t make a trouble” was a very routinized request from the 
ethnic community, one that the undocumented Korean immigrant youth often heard.  
I also witnessed this condemnation from the older generation of Korean Americans 
during my fieldwork. In June 2013, I was working with the Korean Resource Center (KRC) 
preparing for their national road trip campaign for immigrant rights, named “DREAM Riders 
Across America 2013.” For the purpose of advertising our campaign and fundraising, with 
KRC’s summer interns and other campaign members I knocked on the doors of many offices 
along Wilshire Boulevard, the main thoroughfare in Koreatown, Los Angeles where lawyers, 
accountants, and bank officers have offices. We asked community members to support and 
donate to the upcoming national road trip campaign. Our strategy was to share the personal 
stories of undocumented Korean immigrant youth. Whereas the young professionals showed 
their understanding and empathy regarding the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults’ 
struggles, some elderly community members’ reactions were the opposite. In one building that 
housed the offices of several Korean American-related associations, we ended up visiting an 
office of a Korean American organization for senior citizens. There were about twelve to fifteen 
senior Korean Americans present. They welcomed us at first, but once we introduced our plan 
for the campaign the atmosphere in the room changed. Some of the men raised their voices 
saying that “the illegals” brought shame and disgrace to the Korean American community that 
had been an exemplary immigrant group in the United States. In addition to their lament about 
how such irresponsible immigrants used the tax money that U. S. citizens paid them, they blamed 
the parents of undocumented Korean immigrant youth by saying those who were responsible for 
creating their children’s illegal status did not deserve to be parents. They also added they could 
not imagine how Korean parents could do that to their children, that it was shameful. As the 
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words of anger quickly spread from one senior Korean American to another, we did not know 
how to react. From the conversations that I had with the members of the organization after that 
day, I learned that the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults had faced that same kind 
of moment numerous times in their lives within the ethnic community.  
 When Hyunmin became an activist in 2009, Senator Dick Durbin had just reintroduced 
the DREAM Act to the U. S. Congress. This time undocumented immigrant young adults’ will 
and expectation for passing the bill was higher than ever before, even though the DREAM Act 
had failed to pass Congress five times since it was first introduced in 2001. The activists believed 
the period between 2009 and 2010 would be the last chance to pass the bill. Hyunmin said,  
There was a shared thought that the DREAM Act would be completely gone if we didn’t 
pass it that time. What kind of politician would like to introduce again a bill to Congress 
that had never passed for 10 years? “It’s our last chance, let’s do anything that we can 
do.” That was somewhat the mood. 
The undocumented activists including Hyunmin tried to do all they could: they collected 
petitions and postcards supporting the DREAM Act and delivered them to the Congressmen’s 
local offices; they also reached out to politicians who might vote for the DREAM Act, sharing 
their stories of undocumented immigrants and lobbying to urge them to confirm their support for 
the DREAM Act; they continued to give speeches at both national and local rallies and chanted, 
asking Congress to pass the DREAM Act, and revealed their legal status in numerous public 
places. Challenging all the taboos about what “not to do” in relation to their legal status or 
deservingness in making a request to the government, the undocumented immigrant youth did 
their best to change policy.  
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DACA Era: The impact of DACA in expanding the activism  
Despite 10 years of activism to pass the DREAM Act, it was never passed by Congress. Instead, 
on June 15, 2012, President Barack Obama enacted an executive order named DACA. The 
overall frame, requirement, and protection that DACA promised were similar to those of the 
DREAM Act. The requirements for DACA are: 
 Applicant was under the age of 31 as of June 15, 2012; 
 Applicant entered the United States prior to his/her 16th birthday; 
 Applicant has resided in the United States since June 15, 2007 and currently are present 
in the United States; 
 Applicant was in the United States on June 15, 2012 and physically in the United States 
at the time of filing for the request for deferred action; 
 Applicant entered the United States without border inspection before June 15, 2012, or 
his or her immigration status expired prior to June 15, 2012; 
 Applicant must be currently in school, have graduated, or obtained an equivalent 
certificate of completion from high school, successfully obtained a general education 
development (GED) certificate, or must have been honorably discharged from the Armed 
Forces of the United States; and 
 Applicant must not have been convicted of a felony, significant misdemeanor, three or 
more other misdemeanors, and must not pose a threat to national security or public 
safety.10 
                                                          




DACA provided a renewable 2-year period of deferred action, protection from deportation for 
undocumented minors who came to the United States as children and met the requirements set 
out by the program.11 Although DACA did not guarantee a path to permanent residency, the 
order was considered groundbreaking because undocumented minors were now eligible to apply 
for a social security number and work permit. For many undocumented young adults, these 
measures meant concrete changes in their access to driver’s licenses, and better educational and 
work opportunities. According to the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service, as of September 
2016, a total of 752,154 requests for DACA from undocumented minors have been approved 
since it was announced in 2012.12 Approximately 9,114 undocumented Korean Americans have 
applied for DACA.13 
 Once DACA was announced, many media outlets drew attention to the positive impact of 
DACA, highlighting the humane side of the order as well as the possible economic benefits that 
future DACA recipients could bring to the United States. Proponents of DACA explained that by 
giving the beneficiaries access to greater educational opportunities and better jobs, DACA would 
generate more taxable income, resulting in an economic benefit to the country. Nonetheless, 
there have also been continuous criticism and concern about DACA in regards to its limitations 
                                                          
11 United States Department of Homeland Security, “Consideration of Deferred Action for Childhood 
Arrivals (DACA).” Retrieved from https://www.United Statescis.gov/humanitarian/consideration-
deferred-action-childhood-arrivals-daca#guidelines. 
12 United States Department of Homeland Security, “Number of I-821D, Consideration of Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals by Fiscal Year, Quarter, Intake, Biometrics and Case Stat. United States: 
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and restrictions. As its requirements for eligibility reveal, DACA is explicitly aimed at providing 
temporary support only to those who satisfy the conditions of the program in terms of age, 
education or military service, and criminal record. That is, the program can be understood as a 
gesture on the part of the government for selective inclusion for undocumented immigrants as 
long as they are young, educated, and moral—qualities deemed as assets for the United States. 
For the many immigrant activists working for comprehensive immigration reform wholly 
inclusive of all members of the undocumented population, DACA falls short. As revealed above, 
it requires: (a) a particular age, which should be younger than 31; (b) continuous residence in the 
United States; and (c) attainment of a graduation from high school, General Educational 
Development, or U.S. military service; and (d) demonstration of good moral character.  
These approaches can be analyzed in two ways if we take a close look at the details. It 
can be simply read as benevolent treatment by the government to provide amnesty to a particular 
undocumented population. However, it also reveals the government’s method of selective 
permission and approval for only some cases involving immigrant young adults, a means to 
focus on sorting out certain young adults who are deemed to deserve to stay in the United States. 
Therefore, it can be said that DACA is a no-cost policy that maintains the needs of the nation-
state to maintain productivity and efficiency —but it does so at a cost to undocumented young 
adults. 
Meanwhile, instead of passively enjoying the “benevolent” treatment of the executive 
order, many undocumented Korean DACA recipients have proactively organized against the 
limitations of DACA and requested an expanded version of DACA that to include people from a 
wider range of age and status requirements. Universities, which were the closest communities 
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where undocumented students lived, became the first venues where their activism was initiated 
and practiced passionately. 
For instance, Ju, who was introduced earlier, had organized undocumented Korean and 
Asian students on the campus of both the community college he attended and then at UC 
Berkeley where he enrolled. He asked the public universities in California to provide more 
inclusive accessibility and resources to undocumented students. He also organized rallies and 
civil disobedience urging the university to enable undocumented students to qualify for state-
administered financial-aid programs. Undocumented student activists have become passionate 
defenders of higher education, asking fundamental questions, such as “Who is to be protected 
and cared for in higher education?” “Who belongs and who speaks in universities?” and “Whose 
university is it?” In doing so, they pushed the conversation on the ideals of public higher 
education at a time when it is rapidly becoming corporatized and privatized. In some sense, these 
undocumented activists have helped conserve the values of higher education, pushing it to 
maintain itself as an inclusive and democratic space for students.  
While Ju was one of the continuing members of the undocumented Korean activism who 
had fought for immigrant rights before DACA, I also found that DACA spurred on formerly 
uninvolved undocumented Korean young adults into political action. The emergence of some 
new activist members was catalyzed by Korean American nonprofit organizations. For instance, 
in the years since DACA has been implemented, KRC in Los Angeles and Orange County, 
California, the Korean Resource and Cultural Center (KRCC) in Chicago, Illinois, the Minkwon 
Center for Community Action in Queens, New York, and the National Korean American Service 
and Education Consortium (NAKASEC) in Annandale, Virginia have developed programs 
offering DACA application services, probono legal consultation from lawyers, and DACA 
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renewal clinics.14 Once DACA was announced, numerous undocumented Korean young adults 
and their parents made phone calls or knocked on the doors of those Korean American 
organizations asking for detailed information about DACA and their eligibility. This explosive 
interest led to stronger interactions between immigration families and Korean American 
organizations that provided DACA-related services for free or at a very low cost, a service for 
which immigration lawyers previously charged hundreds of dollars in fees.  
In the process of providing information and application services to undocumented Korean 
Americans, these organizations also created regular gatherings and workshop sessions for DACA 
applicants and recipients, establishing peer groups so they could share their concerns, anxieties, 
and future plans. As a result, Korean immigrant youth and young adults who were previously 
silent about their undocumented status and their experiences as an undocumented person not 
only formed a safe circle of friends, but they also learned about their rights. In particular, KRC’s 
programs, such as its summer youth camp, volunteering and internship opportunities, and 
undocumented parents’ gathering have successfully connected undocumented Korean 
Americans. The Minkwon Center for Community Action held a monthly gathering for 
undocumented Korean American youth, titled “the Asian American DREAMers’ Collective,” to 
share their experiences, hear up-to-date information, and plan solidarity actions. These 
experiences, in addition to the “deferred action” that guaranteed these young adults protection 
from deportation for at least several years, encouraged young adult undocumented Koreans to 
                                                          
14 For the application service, see Korean Resource Center, “Deferred Action for Young People,” 
http://old.krcla.org/en/Deferred_Action#Assistance_with_Application, accessed February 5, 2017. 
Information about the organization’s legal service can be found at National Korean American Service and 
Education Consortium, “DACA/DAPA Information Session with Free Legal Consultation,” August 13, 
2015, http://nakasec.org/4730. Here is more details about the service for DACA renewal clinic: Minkwon 
Center, “DACA Renewal Clinics,” http://minkwon.org/resources, accessed February 5, 2017. 
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make their voices heard and speak up about their requests for an immigration policy that was 
more inclusive and comprehensive for all immigrants. In fact, some DACA recipients later 
become full-time fellows, organizing community events, and providing services in their 
organizations. The actions and campaigns I introduce here are example of those cases.  
Throughout my fieldwork, I had opportunities to join many rallies, campaigns, and 
workshop programs as a researcher-activist. Instead of remaining on the sidelines as a researcher 
merely observing what the undocumented Korean activists were doing, I actively engaged as one 
of the organizers, coordinators, and supporters for their programs. DREAM Riders 2013, 
DREAM Riders 2015, Undocu Black-AAPI Action 2017, and the Adoptee Citizenship Act 
movement are the core events I would like to introduce here.  
DREAM Riders Across America 2013 was a national road trip campaign planned to 
agitate for comprehensive immigration reform and to promote people’s recognition about the 
rights of undocumented Korean and Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI) youth. Inspired by 
the Freedom Riders, the civil rights activists who rode buses into the segregated South in 1961 to 
challenge the nonenforcement of the U. S. Supreme Court decisions, three undocumented 
Korean young adults and two Asian American young adults, who were Vietnamese and 
Philippine American, organized and participated in this campaign. Celebrating the first 
anniversary of DACA that enabled the undocumented youth to acquire a driver’s license, the 
youth members and two campaign supporters, including myself, shared driving the van. We 
drove from the nation’s capital in Washington, DC to cities throughout Virginia, North Carolina, 
Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas before returning to Los Angeles.  
In this campaign, the activists held a presentation at the White House for Asian American 
summer interns, meeting with Arne Duncan, the Secretary of Education, and held a media 
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conference with Asian American Congress members, namely Judy Chu and Mike Honda. 
Furthermore, the undocumented Korean American youth met with local organizations and 
leaders and engaged in conversations in which they shared their own immigration stories and 
challenges. The tour was significant in that it was the first step towards creating a national 
network of undocumented Korean and Asian immigrant young adults and their families 
committed to becoming forceful agents of change to determine the course of their own lives.  
In doing so, they reached out and work collaboratively with various immigrant 
communities, communities of color, labor, faith, and other constituencies. The activists raised 
their voices to advocate for other undocumented young adults who were ineligible for DACA. 
They called attention to the invisibility of undocumented AAPI young adults. Also, they called 
attention to undocumented high school dropouts, who experienced a lack of educational and 
financial resources, and undocumented young people in their early 30s who just barely exceeded 
the age limit of DACA. Such actions of the undocumented Korean immigrant activists can be 
understood as efforts to be empathetic to the pain of others and their willingness to actively 
engage with them.  
In 2015, the second road trip campaign extended its members. The 2015 team included 
12 riders consisting of undocumented Koreans, Vietnamese, Thai, Latinx, and Black young 
adults. On the 2-week long road-trip we met with 37 different local youth groups, ethnic 
communities, faith leaders, and politicians in 12 different cities in nine states. The undocumented 
Korean immigrant activists raised awareness about how racialized illegality has shaped similar 
yet unique struggles among the different racial groups. Specifically, they held community 
meetings with youth members of the Southeast Asian Coalition in Charlotte, North Carolina, 
facilitated a workshop with Vietnamese youth in New Orleans to talk about the post-Katrina 
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struggles of the local community, and met with social justice activists in Selma, Alabama to talk 
about the history of race and illegality in the United States. At each stop, the members chanted 
together each in their own language whether it was in Korean, Spanish, English, and other 
languages at the rally and drafted a statement together, urging comprehensive immigration 
reform, and also held a press conferences. When DREAM Riders Across America 2015 was 
made into an educational documentary,15 it led to documentary screenings in communities, 
universities, and schools followed by questions and answer sessions that have helped remove the 
stigma surrounding undocumented Korean and Asian immigrants.16  
The undocumented Korean immigrants’ participation was also palpable during the 
Supreme Court hearing for the United States v. Texas in Washington, D. C. on April 15, 2016.17 
The case was ostensibly to decide the implementation of the Deferred Action for Parents of 
Americans program (DAPA), an expansion of DACA. On that day, groups of young Korean 
immigrant DACA recipients from across the country participated in a rally, delivered speeches, 
and mobilized community members.  
Efforts for seeking intersectional solidarity showed the enormous energies this process 
took. In December 2017, they also launched “Undocu Black-AAPI Action” with Black youth 
from Southern Africa and Central America in Washington DC to create radical spaces for racial 
dialogue. This 3-day-long workshop was initiated by undocumented Korean activists and the 
network that they had built with undocumented Black activists over the past years. The purpose 
                                                          
15 National AAPI DACA Video Tour. Retrieved from http://dacavideotour.com/ 
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of the workshop was to show their collective response to the official cancellation of DACA by 
the current administration and to ask Congress to pass a new act protecting undocumented 
immigrants. About 110 members from across the nation attended the workshop and discussed the 
significance of bringing their struggles to the public. Examining how each group, Asian and 
Black, has been utilized to enhance racism, they confirmed their understanding about structural 
racism. They discussed the Asian-Black’s interracial conflict during the 1992 Los Angeles riots 
and their interracial solidarity on Black Lives Matters. In doing so, they forged solidarity based 
on their minoritized identities, continuing the history of the multiracial movement of the 20th 
century to the current political moment in the United States.  
The undocumented Korean immigrant activists’ recognition of their own peripheral 
experiences also led them to engage in the issue of adoptee citizenship in the United States. 
Currently, an estimated 35,000 in-country adoptees are without citizenship, 20,000 of which are 
Korean Americans. Although adopted by U.S. citizen parents with the promise of a better life, 
without citizenship they face difficulties in accessing employment, public services, home loans, 
passports, and denial of the right to vote. Furthermore, they are at risk of deportation to countries 
where they do not speak the language, know the culture, have no known family members, and 
would have great difficulty surviving. The undocumented Korean immigrant activism has been 
part of remedying this situation by holding petition drives, press conferences, and legislative 






Limitations and on-going challenges of the activism 
In this section, I focus on what activists find to the limitations, restrictions, and 
challenges of their work. Many activists were concerned with the potential for elitism, 
normativity, and even too much moderation in their claims. First, they knew that the rhetoric and 
strategy of the activism mobilized some youth to represent themselves as “docile immigrants,” 
namely those who are morally innocent and academically successful and isolate other 
undocumented immigrants who do not satisfy these conditions. Heeyoung, an activist from 
Chicago, said: 
You know there was once a kind of template among us for our speech at a rally, 
particularly when it was before DACA came out. It’s like “I’m a student at xx [a 
prestigious] university with a GPA of x.xx and my parents are hardworking Korean 
immigrants. I want to contribute to this country, the only place I call my home, but we’re 
undocumented...” Have you ever heard of a speech saying, “I’m an undocumented 
Korean American and I’m a high school drop-out?” There are plenty of them in reality, 
but they’re not supposed to speak out, because we all know that kind of story is not 
helpful. It doesn’t do either Korean American citizens or Americans any good.    
Heeyoung wondered if the discourse and practice would contribute to sustaining the 
deservingness frame stipulating that only undocumented immigrants who have attained high 
educational achievement are worthy of remaining in the United States. Considering that 
undocumented children and youth are likely to experience a shortage in financial, social, and 
cultural capital due to their parents living conditions as first-generation immigrants without 
sufficient resources, it should be recognized that there is a structural factor that makes it more 
difficult for undocumented young adults to be successful in their K-12 education. In this regard, 
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if undocumented activism acknowledges the cases of ‘model’ undocumented young adults, there 
is a risk of possibly making the existing issues and educational gap among the undocumented 
students more invisible.  
In addition, there was a shared concern that the activism’s emphasis on “family values” 
as a way to mobilize against mass deportation in the name of the pain it causes separated families 
ends up mobilizing heteronormativity. For example, (un)documented LGBTQ Korean 
Americans who are located outside of the dominant definition of  family, were othered by this 
kind of mobilization of family-related discourse.  
I’m wondering what sort of family we mean whenever we bring up the catchphrase 
“family separation.” It always comes with a picture of a family, a very normal family, 
consisting of a dad, a mom, and their kids. We barely talk about people who don’t belong 
to “the family,” such as undocumented Korean gay men, or a same sex couple, or people 
who are here by themselves. What if the undocumented Korean American does not fit the 
family concept? Can they still be protected by this activism?                                   
Sinwoo from Annandale, Virginia pointed out the issue around the family-related discourse and 
action strategy within the movement for undocumented immigrants. “Family separation” has 
been one of the core themes in undocumented activism to point out the inhumane side of the 
exclusive immigration policy and to call for action to support the victims of the regulation that 
affects undocumented immigrants’ family members, particularly the children and youth. 
Whereas family separation was part of the struggles that many undocumented immigrants have 
faced, the space was limited for discussing the situations of people who do not belong to such a 
category. When it was combined with the Korean culture that considers a family as the most 
important unit to share one’s fate, young undocumented Korean activists felt their campaign or 
108 
 
the catchphrases defending the value of family strengthened the heteronormative regime while it 
erased a necessary conversation for the others who are not categorized as members of a normal  
family.        
In a similar vein, many activists mentioned the invisibility of undocu-queer Koreans 
within the activism. If Sinwoo’s narrative revealed how the issue of nonheteronormativity was 
excluded as an agenda in undocumented Korean activism, the following comment from JoEun 
reveals the case of undocumented Korean activists who identify themselves as queer and feel 
unwelcomed in the activism. 
Once there was one activist who wanted to mention his intersecting identities as 
undocumented as well as a gay man at the upcoming press conference. Many of the major 
Korean ethnic media were supposed to be there. […] During the prep meeting, it was 
suggested that he not highlight his sexual identity as a strategy. It was like… we all knew 
what we needed to do in order to deliver our message to the Korean American 
community without unnecessary conflicts. It’s complicated. It’s never easy.                                                  
JoEun vividly remembered that the meeting was awkward. She said nobody explicitly 
commented that the undocumented Korean activist who identified himself as a gay man should 
not come out about his sexuality at the upcoming press conference, but the silence of the meeting 
attendees about the gay man’s suggestion and hesitation to agree with his idea indirectly implied 
he should not. JoEun was embarrassed and disappointed with the activism members. She said the 
gay activist did not show up at the next meeting and never returned. For JoEun, the moment has 
remained as one of her biggest regrets that she did not speak out to support the activist who 
wanted to come out at the event. As shown, in spite of undocumented Korean immigrant 
activists’ interest in making their activism inclusive to diverse undocumented groups, such as 
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high school drop-outs, nonheterosexuals, and people who have committed small misdemeanors, 
there has been considerable pressure from the conservative Korean American ethnic community 
to maintain respectability. Restricted in the right to vote for the aspirations of undocumented 
Korean American youth, activists are unable to challenge mainstream discourse and to practice 
insurgent citizenship. Rather, as they continue their engagement in activism, the undocumented 
Korean young adults were likely to feel the pressure drop from their inclusive approaches and 
adjust it to the exclusive notion of normative citizenship, advocating only for nonthreatening and 
acceptable undocumented immigrants. For instance, Jangmee, an activist from New York, 
explained how the strategic rhetoric of undocumented Korean activism was formed in relation to 
the anti-immigration discourse inside and outside of the Korean American community.  
There were so many people who just thought, “If someone is illegal, we should deport the 
person right away.” […] Not knowing the actual number of the undocumented 
immigrants, which was caused by the broken immigration system, people easily criticized 
the undocumented immigrants themselves as if their legal status was solely the fault of 
the immigrants. People easily said publicly, “The ‘illegals’ are lazy, they’re criminal, 
they’re dangerous folks.” Who are the people we [activists] should target? They are 
Republicans and their supporters, Fox News lovers, and conservative Korean Americans 
– we were desperate to persuade them. How then could we change their stereotype of the 
“illegals”? If they would listen to us when an undocumented high school dropout speaks 
at a rally, we might not hesitate to have the students as our main speakers. If they would 
listen to us when our speaker is an undocumented youth who once had to be detained due 
to a light juvenile misdemeanor, we won’t hesitate to let the community know how and 
why the undocumented youth ended up being exposed to the bad issue more than the 
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other white-citizen students in his or her peer group. But it was impossible. Everybody 
knew that the strategy of having a nonmodel student as a speaker at a rally or press 
conference won’t work. 
Jangmee lamented that the activism had to compromise by adjusting their radical and 
progressive frame and represent undocumented Korean immigrants as safe immigrants who 
would not threaten U. S. citizens. Rather than following the discourse of the ideal youth-citizen 
unconsciously and unquestioningly, like Jangmee, many undocumented Korean activists were 
well aware of the problematic side of the activism. Throughout my years-long fieldwork, I found 
that the undocumented Korean activists had most likely recognized this issue from the beginning 
and raised objections to it both formally and informally during their meetings or private 
gatherings. In many cases, senior activists, who were undocumented Korean activists, and had 
been involved in the activism earlier than the new members listened to the critics. As it was a 
shared concern that the former activists had already experienced, they tried to explain and 
persuade the new activists why and how it had been difficult for them to be progressive in their 
activism. In this process, some of the new activists were disappointed with the conciliatory tone 
of the undocumented Korean activism and left seeking more radical activist groups, whereas  
other new members chose to join the existing undocumented Korean activists, expecting they 
could tear down the stereotypes and the pressure put on their activism from the ethnic 
community. Whenever the new members criticized the compromising perspectives of the 
undocumented Korean activism, the senior activists felt frustrated, as they believed their eclectic 
activism was not an optional but unavoidable choice to continue their fight for immigration 
reform with the needed support from the ethnic community members. The senior activists hadn’t 
turned away from making their activism more inclusive, but their agony continued. Wanhee said: 
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I’ve been involved in this activism for 5 years. Sometimes I wonder if I ended up 
knowing “the rule of this game” too much. I unconsciously keep thinking, how we could 
make the Korean Americans and Americans who stand for anti-immigration believe we 
can live here like them. I feel like we keep saying, “Although we don’t have the paper 
(citizenship), we’re not the dangerous folks.”  But… Who’s going to benefit from it then 
in the end?                 
Wanhee’s question, “who’s going to benefit from it,” points out that there is also some risk that 
the activism of undocumented Korean American youths unintentionally contributes to the 
proliferation and promotion of the model minority myth that locates (un)documented Korean 
Americans as morally and economically efficient, productive, and accountable. It does not mean 
that the undocumented youth groups’ activism is wrong or has failed. Rather, it indicates that the 
activism of undocumented Korean American youths cannot be understood apart from the power 
that is intersecting with wage, race, ethnicity, sexuality, and legal status, which is governed by 
the nation state and its structure.  
In spite of the dilemma and disappointment, numerous undocumented Korean young 
adults have continued their involvement in the movement because they share a belief that a better 
immigration policy will come as long as they kept fighting for it. Once DACA was produced 
after a decade-long defeat of the legalization of the DREAM Act, many of them felt their hopes 
and desires were not merely a mirage but are still achievable. That was one of the motivations 
that inspired the undocumented Korean activists to continue their activism despite the 
disappointing restrictions. However, as DACA was considered an object to be canceled during 
the presidential election campaign in 2016 and was finally rescinded by the Trump 
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administration in 2017, the despair among the undocumented Korean activists rapidly exploded. 
They encountered a sense of abjection and futurelessness.  
Throughout my research, I have seen how participants’ narratives on their legal status and 
everyday lives have altered depending on their age and life trajectory as well as changes in the U. 
S. immigration policy. While I conducted my research for 4 years between 2013 and 2017, my 
research participants were growing up. I have been meeting with many of the undocumented 
Korean immigrant youth from my research participant pool almost every year to the present. 
Some of them, who had just graduated from high school in summer 2013 when I met them for 
the first time, have entered college, graduated, and secured jobs while I continued my research. 
Some of them, who were totally indifferent about activism, became passionate change makers 
and were covered by the national media, whereas some completely left the field of activism due 
to personal disappointment about the professional activists or the unchanging immigration 
policy. Regardless of their path, however, I found that most of the former and current 
undocumented Korean immigrant youth activists share the same feeling, a sense of abjection and 
futurelessness regarding the unchanging immigration policy and the un-ended anti-immigration 
discourse. 
Sangwoo, an activist from New Jersey, expressed a sense of fatigue that his life was 
continuously agitated over the fluctuation of the U. S. immigration policy.  
My older sister was part of the DREAM Act activism in late 2000s. She was quite 
passionate but then was disappointed because it [DREAM Act] never came true. When 
DACA was initiated, we eventually felt hopeful thinking it would lead to better policies. 
But look, DACA could be canceled at any moment. [...] I’m sick of putting my life at the 
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mercy of another. Once I believed I still could decide my fate, but no more. I’m not even 
one of their favorable innocent “children” anymore. I’m getting older. 
Having a sister who was once actively involved in undocumented activism, Sangwoo was well 
aware of recent changes in the immigration system. The rise in anti-immigration speeches during 
the 2016 presidential election campaign, together with his long-lasting patience for the 
immigration system to be advanced, made him feel more pessimistic and vulnerable about his 
future. As his narrative revealed, the age-specific features as “innocent child-youth” really 
mattered in their situation. By being young and highly educated, they were not viewed as 
threatening immigrants in their everyday lives. Ironically, however, the “protective coloration” 
that the undocumented Korean young adults were granted that allowed them to pass as current or 
future citizens increased their feelings of despair as they have grown older. That is, the farther 
they are from being child or youth and the closer they come to entering adulthood, they are 
aware not only that they can be abandoned by the current immigration policy, but also that they 
see the unfeasibility of “education for a better future.” In contrast with their life experiences as 
having been ostensibly seen as “normal” and infused with the social and ethnoracial imperatives 
“there will be a better future if you work hard (even if you are undocumented),” the reality leads 
them to feel betrayed or defeated. In other words, the promise made to them as undocumented 
“child” immigrants with the rhetoric of hope, dreams, and happiness as a U. S. citizen didn’t 
happen. Yoomee, an activist and a successful accountant, also echoed her sense of 
futurelessness.  
People won’t understand what it looks like to be activist, accountant, and an 
undocumented at the same time. I’m living a double life, which I’m sick of. My peers are 
living ordinary lives like finishing college, getting a job, being promoted, getting married 
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and having a baby, buying their house. Me? I’m still undocumented. [...] It’s like being a 
squirrel on wheel. I naively believed I could escape the wheel if I kept running. Nobody 
told me there would be no exit. 
As the society is organized by the beliefs in the middle-class logic of reproductive temporality, 
which defines appropriate age and steps for an individual to be “normal” such as when an 
individual is supposed to be educated, have graduated, secured a job, married, and become 
parents, and so on, the undocumented youth who cannot follow this life trajectory due to the 
restriction in their legal status feel their lives are being denied. While their peer group moves 
forward following the appropriate time and schedules set down by a heteronormative regime, 
undocumented young adults encounter the harsh reality that keeps foretelling their futurelessness 
as an unwelcomed body of the state. When the fluctuating immigration policies on 
undocumented immigrants did not provide a path to citizenship, the undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults experienced a helpless situation where they cannot be the kind of adult 
they hoped to become. In spite of their biological and social development, sometimes even as 
late as in their early 30s like Yoomee, they call themselves or are referred to as youth – and 
DREAMers – to emphasize their deservingness to be protected from the possibility of 
deportation. That is why they often call themselves ‘youth’ instead of young adults to reflect the 
predicament they are encountering – they literally have to keep emphasizing their youthfulness 







Since the 2016 presidential election campaign, DACA recipients as well as many Korean 
American community organizers had encouraged Korean and Asian Americans to both register 
to vote and support candidates who favor policies for immigrant rights. When President Trump 
released several anti-immigration policies during his first 10 days in office, the DACA recipients 
and their undocumented family members I knew experienced anxiety and nervousness. Despite 
their disappointment and despair, many undocumented Korean activists have tried to continue 
their fight. Although it is not easy for them to be hopeful about the future, the time and effort 
people have taken for a more than a decade to discuss, observe, and understand immigration 
policies for undocumented immigrants such as DACA have allowed them to continue generating 
protests over anti-immigration policy that ignores and discriminates against undocumented 
immigrants.  
DACA ended up being rescinded on September 5, 2017. Undocumented Korean activists, 
and other activists, had already anticipated its demise through the network of national 
organizations for immigrant rights, policy analysts, immigration lawyers, and government 
officials. While they struggled with a sense of futurelessness, undocumented Korean activists 
programmed a new action plan. From August 15, 2017, which was the fifth anniversary of the 
announcement of DACA, to September 5, 2017, the last day provided by the 10 Attorneys 
General to President Trump to make a decision to cancel DACA, they ran a 22-day vigil for 24 
hours in front of the White House. Numerous undocumented Korean activists across the nation 
attended the vigil, keeping the vigil in place by rotation during day and night. Undocumented 
activists from other ethnic and racial groups, labor unions, and faith leaders joined the vigil in 
solidarity. Undocumented Korean activists provided teach-ins about the changing immigration 
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policy to the tourists who came see the White House. They reached out to pedestrians to explain 
the importance of keeping DACA and asked them to take action by calling their congresswoman 
or congressman. They encountered a number of haters who did not hesitate to hurl epithets or 
make anti-immigration comments to the activists. However, instead of giving up their action 
plans, the undocumented Korean activists continued their daily reach outs in front of the White 
House. Faith leaders from different religion offered daily prayers for the activists and all the 
immigrants in the mornings and evenings. Several times a day, the undocumented Korean 
activists had dance time at the square in front of the White House, holding signs and boards 
requesting the current administration to respect the lives of undocumented immigrants. When I 
asked Namhee, an activist since the mid-2000s and who had come to join the action, what 
motivated her to com Washington, her answer was short and simple. “[Because] it’s another 
beginning. Who knows, we could make the DREAM Act come true this time. We just can’t 
stop.” As DACA was an executive order that could be canceled at any time, Namhee, and many 
of her fellow activists, did not want to miss this chance to make Congress pass the DREAM Act 
so their right to stay in the United States could be legally guaranteed. No immigration policy has 










CHAPTER 6: THE MAGIC OF MILITARIZED CITIZENSHIP: MOBILITY OF 
UNDOCUMENTED KOREAN IMMIGRANT YOUNG ADULTS, FAMILY, AND THE 
STATE 
 
In this chapter I focus on the military program named Military Accessions Vital to the 
National Interest (hereafter MAVNI) that recruits noncitizens in exchange for legal and cultural 
citizenship. The MAVNI program was initiated under the Bush administration in 2008 and first 
implemented in 2009 to fulfill the shortage in troops after 9/11 and the series of wars in 
Afghanistan and Syria. This program guaranteed U. S. citizenship to MAVNI participants 
following 10 weeks of basic training, thus skipping the process for achieving permanent 
residence status. Initially, the program had only recruited foreign nationals who stayed in the 
United States with proper legal status for more than 2 years. In 2014, the Pentagon decided for 
the first time to expand the program to include undocumented young adults approved by DACA. 
Called “magic” by undocumented Korean immigrant young adults, MAVNI appears to bring 
hope for their future despite the 4-year military service, of which a yearlong deployment to a war 
zone could be lethal in the worst-case scenario. Undocumented Korean MAVNI applicants’ 
narratives on their motivation to join and their expectations of the MAVNI program unveiled 
information I felt was not overtly mentioned in previous interviews: the issue of parent-children 
relations; gender and sexuality among the Korean immigrant families; the legal and cultural 
meaning of receiving U. S. citizenship; and the legacy of the Korean War and U. S. imperialism. 
In this regard, focusing on how the state and the families’ legitimization of war and militarism 
have affected undocumented Korean immigrants’ beliefs in and decisions to participate in 
MAVNI, I unpack the structure of the magic of militarized citizenship in the context of both 
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South Korean and the U.S. history, particularly, the post-Cold War regime and U. S. 
imperialism.   
In specific, this chapter examines the four overarching concerns related to the shared 
values of military in South Korea and the US, gender, family, and a general, perhaps uncritical, 
trust in expedited processes related to militarization. First, how the recent emergence of the 
seductive military program reconfigures the condition of being desirable citizens and synergized 
by the undocumented Korean families who have the sense of intimacy towards the military 
service due to the memory of Korean War and South Korea’s compulsory military system? I 
document the ways in which the United States and South Korea have historically legitimized 
youth adults’ participation in the military service as a demonstration of morality, loyalty, and 
patriotism in association with the security and perpetuity of the state in the context of war and 
militarism. By focusing on the MAVNI program’s aim to utilize the foreign “language and 
culture skill” (U. S. Army, 2016) of particular young adults for the purpose of military 
maneuvers, I unpack what the expected yet unpredictable encounter revealed between 
undocumented Korean immigrant families and their communities’ encouragement for young 
adults’ participation in the program by considering it an opportunity to attest they deserve to 
become citizens through the MAVNI program.  
Second, how the motivation of male and female undocumented Korean young adults to 
apply for the MAVNI program was constructed differently and affected by the heteronormative 
and patriarchal ideology of both Korean community and the U. S. society? I pay attention to the 
process of the decision-making process for joining the U. S. military among the undocumented 
Korean applicants, centering on their gender and sexuality. Whereas the undocumented Korean 
males parents’ suggested they consider enrolling in the MAVNI program in order to resolve their 
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legal status, advance their masculinity and maturity, and raise their family’s status, the 
undocumented Korean females were discouraged to join the military by their parents. Their 
parents assumed that the military camp was a space for males, thus they felt their daughters 
would be either undesirable or unsuitable members of military program. Moreover, the parents 
believed their daughters’ legal status could be resolved by marriage and did not strongly expect 
the girls to resolve the issue by themselves. Military service was a path for adulthood and 
citizenship, then, that could in some ways be attained through male action. Females would have 
to wait and rely on a marriage to another person, thus underscoring a sense of female 
dependency. By analyzing the narratives of the undocumented Korean applicants with different 
gender and sexuality backgrounds, I reveal the gendered role expectations they received from 
their parents and ethnic communities and how these expectations were shaped by the legacy of 
the Korean War, militarism, and the patriarchal system.  
Third, what other elements inspired the undocumented Korean young adults to consider 
voluntary enrollment? In addition to the desire to resolve their legally and financially insecure 
life conditions by obtaining U. S. citizenship and utilizing the benefits guaranteed by the 
MAVNI program, the undocumented Korean applicants had various reasons and expectations for 
their new future offered through the program. For instance, some applicants mentioned their 
hope for exploring the “real America,” being away from the Korean communities where they had 
spent most of their lives. Affected by the historically racialized norm of “who is American” that 
considers whites as the standard for being an American citizen, the undocumented Korean young 
adults wanted to learn and experience the language and culture of the whites, or at least that of 
non-Asians, through their upcoming life at the military camp. Furthermore, other applicants 
pointed out they wanted to erase the stigma that has been attached to them, one which calls them 
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“the illegals” or “the criminals” and become patriots in the U. S. society who they consider 
almost royalty in the country. In addition, I analyze how their desires and hopes were 
conditioned by cultural representation and public discourse. 
Fourth, whose magic is the militarized citizenship and what will come next beyond the 
magic? Addressing these questions, I argue that the predicament the undocumented Korean 
young adults experience exposes the unspoken intersections of the past and present: the Cold 
War regime and militarized modernity of South Korea and the neoliberal and U. S imperialist 
immigration system in the global era. This question will be also connected to what the 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults raised at the “end of the Cold War” (Kim, 2010) 
signifies, those who are mobilized to provide their Korean language and cultural skills for the 
United States to use against North Korea in exchange for citizenship. In the next section, I 
introduce the background of the MAVNI program and how it was received among the Korean 
immigrants in the United States. 
  
Rise of MAVNI and the Undocumented Korean Community 
 MAVNI, which was initiated under the Bush administration in 2008 and first 
implemented in 2009, is a pilot military program aimed at recruiting noncitizens (age 17–34) 
with foreign “language and culture skill” (U. S. Army, 2016) for the purpose of military 
maneuvers in exchange for expedited U. S. citizenship. It is not a new story that militarism and 
migration have been inextricably linked in the United States (Okihiro, 2015; Buenavista, 2012; 
Stock, 2009). Immigrants have participated in the U. S. military since the 18th century (Stock, 
2015) and considered “a critical asset to the national defense” through their service in military, 
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intelligence, and information operations by providing their talents as foreign language 
translators, interpreters, and cultural experts (Stock, 2009). Until the 1990s, U. S. Army 
applicants were not required to hold a green card to enlist, and immigrants made up 
approximately 20 percent of the military force during wartime such as in World War I (Stock, 
2015). Not all but some were allowed naturalization after they served in the army. However, 
after September 11, immigrants’ participation dropped to less than 5 percent (Stock, 2015) and 
MAVNI was created to fill the shortage in recruiting young soldiers, and to date it has been fully 
implemented. Although the program requires a commitment of 4 years, which may include a 
dispatch to a war zone for a year as mentioned previously, the program has received a great deal 
of attention as it provides an extreme short cut to citizenship by skipping the green card process. 
The U. S. Army claims that MAVNI participants will be naturalized as soon as they complete the 
Basic Combat Training.  
 As the Korean peninsula is classified as a country in a quasi state of war, the program 
also has drafted Korean speakers every year since it was initiated. Once MAVNI was enacted in 
2008, it caused a frenzy among Koreans who were F-1 student visa holders or permanent 
residents in the United States. For instance, according to the Los Angeles Times, the number of 
Korean MAVNI applicants ranked no. 1 (29.1%), and out of the total 385 applicants, 112 were 
Koreans. When the Department of Defense announced the program would be expanded to 
undocumented immigrants approved under DACA for the first time in April 2015, it again 
received high interest among undocumented young adults. According to a Korean community 
organizer, the opening of MAVNI to undocumented immigrants “created a craze especially 
among undocumented male Koreans who felt a sense of ‘intimacy’ to serve in the U. S. military” 
due to the conscription system that has been maintained in South Korea since the Korean War.    
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  To understand the frenzy of undocumented Korean young adults for MAVNI enlistment, 
we need to pay attention to the intersecting temporality(ies) they faced in their everyday lives: 
the change from a democratic to republican-led government; the waning of DACA; the emerging 
adulthood of the undocumented Korean young adults; and the sense of futureless among them. 
Coupled with their continued effort and fatigue to fit in the frame of deserving youth-citizens 
that required them to be educated and moral, they felt desperate to change their illegal status.  
 The Pentagon’s decision to open MAVNI’s gate to DACA recipients was made in 
September 2014, but it was not until the second half of 2015 that the option received explosive 
attention by undocumented Korean young adults. The cause of this lag was in part because the 
community was not yet fully aware of the announcement, but it was largely because the 
undocumented young adults were still hopeful about their future regarding DACA. In spite of 
DACA’s limitations such as its finitude and exclusivity in terms of requirements for eligibility 
such as age, length of stay in the United States, education, and morality, both DACA approved 
and non-DACA approved undocumented young adults believed the Obama administration would 
set advanced policies during its tenure as promised. Indeed, in November 20, 2014, then 
President Obama proposed an “expanded DACA” for the undocumented immigrants not 
included in the original DACA and DAPA (Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and 
Lawful Permanent Residents) for parents of U. S. citizens and lawful permanent residents, 
fulfilling his presidential election pledge. DAPA, which allows parents of U. S. citizens and 
lawful permanent residents to request deferred action and employment authorization for 3 years, 
was analogous with the “Family Fairness” program announced by former Presidents Ronald 
Reagan and George Bush, Jr. to avoid family separation by the Immigration Reform and Control 
Act of 1986. The Office of Legal Counsel at Department of Justice appraised that DACA was 
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constitutional; however, Texas, along with 25 states, filed lawsuits (United States v. Texas), 
arguing that President Obama had abused government authority and violated the Constitution, 
thus halting the program that was to take effect in February 2015. Furthermore, about a year later 
in June 2016, the Supreme Court made 4-4 split decision. While Texas initiated the lawsuit and 
other states started joining them, the undocumented Korean immigrant community’s concerns 
were growing, and the lame-duck presidency also aggravated uneasiness among them. As the 
presidential campaign continued, the Republican Party’s presidential debate brought a new phase 
highlighting so-called “illegal immigrants” formerly considered taboo in media coverage and in 
the public sphere. The future of DACA looked bleak. 
 Around that time, between 2015 and 2016, I found some of my research participants 
whom I had known for years planned for their future in a different way. They intended to enlist 
in the MAVNI program. Hearing repeatedly that they signed up for the program, I naturally 
became interested in the new program. When I googled MAVNI both in English and Korean, I 
was startled when countless search results showed up. From the official webpage of the U. S. 
military to the news articles, blog posts, and questions posted in forums, it did not take a long 
time for me to realize how many people were attracted to the program. Among much other 
information, two online  spaces particularly caught my eye: “Koreans in the U. S. military” (in 
Korean), on Facebook and “U. S. soldiers are strong, Korean soldiers at U. S. army are stronger” 
at DAUM Café, one of the most popular Korean portal websites for online communities.  
Following the information my former interviewees shared with me, it was obvious there was 
excitement brewing in the undocumented Korean young adults who wanted to enroll in the U. S. 
army through the MAVNI program. Through browsing through all the posts and comments 
responding to the two spaces, I was able to learn more about the diverse motivations and 
124 
 
expectations of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults regarding their new future 
that would be changed by their enlistment. This was tremendously helpful when I continued my 
interviews with undocumented Korean young adults who applied to this program. Based on the 
information I acquired from the online spaces, the ethnographic data I introduce in this chapter 
was conducted and analyzed with a deeper understanding of the MAVNI program and its impact. 
In the following sections, I introduce the narratives of the applicants to reveal how their decision 
was made and what they hoped to acquire through their U.S. military service.  
 
Militarized Masculinity and Becoming an Ideal son in the Family and the State  
Hyungwoo first informed me that the MAVNI program had opened its doors to DACA 
recipients. Born in South Korea, Hyungwoo moved to the United States with his parents and 
siblings. Without a network of an extended family or friends in Koreatown, Los Angeles, his 
father and mother raised their children by working under the table. With support from AB540 
and DACA, Hyungwoo attended the public university. It was his mother who suggested he join 
the U.S. military program. 
One day, while I was doing an assignment at the dorm at college, I got a message from 
my mom through kakao [Korean messaging application]. It was a picture my Mom had 
taken on the television at home. News from MBC America [the Korean ethnic 
broadcasting station] was being aired. It [the television screen ] had a headline in Korean 
that said, “Opportunity to join MAVNI opened to DACA students.” I googled MAVNI 
and immediately understood what she meant. [Author asked him what she meant.] It was 
clear; she wanted me to consider joining the program. I came down to Los Angeles the 
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next day, visited the army recruitment center in K-town, and took the written test right 
away. Several weeks later, I found myself signing the contract. There was no doubt it was 
the right thing to do because I’m the changnam [the oldest son in Korean]. 
As the oldest son, Hyoungwoo felt he should join the military program so he could raise up his 
family. In addition to being awarded U. S. citizenship, a healthcare package, and future paid 
tuition fees and expenses for his education, his participation in MAVNI would also allow him to 
bring his parents legally to the United States. Making his parents and himself U. S. citizens 
meant his family could recover their status not only legally but also socially.  
 For Hyungwoo’s parents, who spent most of their life in South Korea, now living in 
Queens, New York, encouraging their sons to join the military service was rooted in their 
internalized beliefs that engaging in military service is the positive process for developing and 
completing one’s masculinity, citizenship, as well as becoming eligible for membership in the 
desirable labor force in a state. This was analogous with what the mother of 23-year-old Minho 
said to her undocumented son about joe.  
It’s magical  that MAVNI is open to us [the undocumented]. I would do military service 
anyway if I’d lived in Korea. Seems that the miguk [the U.S.] army is even better than 
Korea’s, so why not? My mom said it’d be a good chance to pay back our debts— joe 
[sin] we committed here. I’ve also heard a lot like, “a man can be a real man when done 
with military service” from my church folks. [...] All I know is that DACA might 
disappear at any time... I'm sick of my status, I want to carve my fate out fairly. Joining 
MAVNI must be better than taking advantage of marriage or asking this country to be 
more generous. Why shouldn’t I do it if there’s a way I can be a real citizen by myself?  
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Minho’s mother told him that his participation in the MAVNI program could be a way to resolve 
the joe that his family committed in the United State by remaining undocumented. Joe here is a 
Korean term that blurs the distinctions between a transgression, a sin, and a sense of guilt by 
being a so-called “illegal alien.” For some undocumented Korean parents, the notion of being a 
criminal indicates they are not only violators of the U. S. immigration law, but are also defective 
and deficient parents who provided an unlawful status for their children that prevents them from 
living normal and safe lives. Ironically, however, it is their children and not the parents who can 
resolve the constraining situation of being undocumented by becoming full American citizens 
through MAVNI, thus insuring their family have legal rights. For some immigrant parents who 
are still clothed in the language and ways of the old country, the family is considered to be a 
group that shares one fate. So what their children can or should do stands as the sine qua non of 
fulfilling the parents or the family’s American dream.  
 Many scholars have pointed out that any adequate account of Korean young adults and 
their parents needs to take seriously as the interpenetration of South Korea and the United States 
(Kang et al., 2010; Abelmann, 2009; Kim 2002, Abelmann & Lie, 1995). Thus, it is important 
not to neglect either the pre-immigration backgrounds of the parents or the post-immigration 
reality that both undocumented Korean parents and their children had or have experienced 
(Abelmann & Lie, 1995). At the intersection of their limited map of experience in the United 
States and their restrictive legal status, many of them bring the experiences of their homeland 
along with them into their new life in the United States as well as their ideas about what the 
country is like. Furthermore, in the process of investigating this, I was able to see how this 
reference is deeply connected with what Kim (2010) called the ends of the Cold war, which 
indicates the “fragments and remnants, […] or the fragmentary attempts to grasp, remember, and 
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narrate the Cold War history.” (Kim, 2010, p. 4) Hyoungwoo, Minho, and their parents’ 
narratives reveal how the Cold War and U. S. imperialist military intervention in Korea have 
shaped Koreans’ imagination or perception about the United States as well as the role of the 
military.  
 
Parents’ Gendered Imagination About the Military Space and Their Daughters’ 
Unwelcomed Enlistment   
Whereas there were many undocumented young adult male Koreans who were urged by 
their parents to apply for the MAVNI program, none of my female research collaborators who 
signed up for the program experienced this from their parents. Rather, they mentioned in 
common that their parents did not at all welcome their idea of joining the military service. For 
the parents who had been accustomed to the South Korea’s conscription system applicable to 
only young males, their daughters’ decision for serving in the military was unanticipated news. 
They had experienced or imagined the military camp as a space where the sons of a nation were 
disciplined to become patriotic male citizens and back in South Korea. Rather than being part of 
the military, Korean females had been considered more to be the soldiers’ sisters, lovers, 
mothers, or daughters. Therefore, the Korean parents who had internalized the traditional and 
binary gendered norm associated with military service had a difficult time in understanding and 
accepting their daughters’ voluntary choice. Moreover, parents also felt sorry that their 
daughters’ decision to join the military was to settle their unstable legal status. 
The female applicants’ motivations varied. For instance, Dahee, a junior college student, 
signed up for the MAVNI program because she thought it would be a good stepping stone for her 
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to become a pharmacist. For a long time, she had worried if she could realize her dream due to 
her legal status and financial issues. Many pharmacy schools accepted undocumented students’ 
applications as long as they were protected by DACA, but Dahee was not sure if her status would 
change in case the next administration cancels DACA. This was a concern when the Republican 
candidate’s approval rating was on the rise in the presidential campaign in 2016, so her concern 
was reasonable. Her ability to afford the tuition and living expenses during her time in the 
pharmacy program was her other concern. She was well aware that her parents could not pay 
these costs, and despite her efforts, she could not find the resources to resolve her financial issue. 
Therefore, when she heard about the MAVNI program from friends at her Korean church, she 
thought it was a wonderful opportunity. Because she could apply for a medical-related position 
and build up her experiences in the field during the 4-year commitment, entering the program 
was even more promising. When she proudly told her father she passed all the exams to enlist, 
his father did not look excited at all. Dahee vividly remembered how embarrassed her father was 
and saddened about her voluntary enlistment.  
[He said,] “That’s crazy… How could you think of being a soldier?” He didn’t say 
anything for a while. Then he asked, “Is it because of your shinbun [legal status]?” It was 
partially because of my status, but not all. I didn’t want to mention it in front of him 
anyway because I didn’t want him to feel like my decision was his fault. There was a 
heavy silence. When he broke the silence, he quietly told me, “I’m such a bad father. I’ve 
made my daughters illegals, and now I make my youngest girl a soldier.” He said the 
military was not for girls, particularly for a girl like me, short and skinny and weak. I was 
excited to pay my future tuition fee by myself without his help though. 
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Whereas the parents of undocumented Korean males’ were likely to encourage their sons to 
apply for the MAVNI program in order to attain full masculinity, resolve their legal status, and 
absolve the family for violating the U. S. law, Dahee’s father showed his guilt for being a father 
who would send his daughter to a training camp. His grief was based on the assumption that 
military service was supposed to be the job for males. He felt Dahee was physically weaker than 
males and regarded her as lacking a strong enough body to carry out military activities. He felt it 
was shameful that his daughter ended up serving in military because of him. In spite of her 
intention to solve her financial and legal instability in regard to her future career, her father did 
not welcome her decision. She said it took months for her to persuade him that she could 
complete her four-year duty safely and successfully. 
 Seonyoung, a 26-year-old female from California, almost didn’t enroll in the U. S. 
military due to her grandmother and parents’ fierce opposition.  
Their reasoning was simple and clear. They thought my enlisting was unnecessary 
because they felt I could fix my legal status once I married a U. S. citizen. “You’re young 
and pretty woman with skinny body so you could definitely find someone,” they said … 
You know what? I can’t count how many times I’ve heard those things since I was young 
like 10- or 12-years-old. My grandma, parents, the old women at [Korean] church… I’m 
sick of it.  I’m not a product like you can find at a grocery shop. Should I really sell 
myself to fix my status? I’m not a big fan of the military, but if I can solve my issue by 
myself through it, there’s no reason for me not to take it. At least it’s better than utilizing 
my body and gender to take advantage of a male citizen.    
After consistently receiving comments on her physical appearance and youthfulness from adults 
near her as the way to resolve her legal status, Seonyoung felt uncomfortable about the message 
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encouraging her to utilize herself to attract a male U.S. citizen. She resisted the suggestion. 
Although she had not considered being a soldier before, she found the MAVNI program an 
alternative way for her to act independently. When I met her, she was working out at a fitness 
center every day. She said she needed to not only prepare physically, but also to show her 
grandmother and parents how serious she was about her choice. Her parents still wanted her to 
change her mind. 
Hyunah, a junior college student in Midwest, was determined to join the MAVNI 
program to be more honest about herself. She identified as a lesbian, but she had never come out 
to her family. As the only child of an immigrant family, she was well aware of her parents’ 
expectation that she would be a nice and adorable woman, find a husband someday, and live a 
normal life with her babies and husband. She thought she had given enough hints or naturally 
revealed her sexual orientation to her parents, but it seemed they did not understand or 
intentionally ignored it. 
At some point, I intuitively, knew they would never accept that I’m a lesbian. I can’t live 
like this anymore though. I’d been thinking what I should do. I realized I should be 
independent of my parents. Economic independence was the first thing I needed to take 
of because right now I’m dependent on their financial support for my tuition fees. Living 
away from them was going to be helpful so I could live as who I am. […] I thought 
MAVNI could move me forward. My short hair, my athletic body, and my boyish voice 
would fit in better in the army better than here. [Author: What was your parents’ reaction 
about your decision?] They regretted they taught me Taekwondo in my childhood. They 
think that made me not to be enough of a girl. [She smiled bitterly.] I told you, my 
parents keep denying that I’m born this way. 
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For Hyunah, the voluntary enlistment through the MAVNI program meant an exit to escape from 
the heteronormative pressure from her parents. Throughout the interview, Hyunah mentioned she 
did not completely support what the U.S. army’s involvement in other countries such as Vietnam 
or Afghanistan. She was concerned whether she would be assigned to work in Syria or 
Afghanistan during her 4-year duty because she did not want to be part of a war she did not 
support. However, in spite of her worries, she strongly believed her time in the military would 
offer a path to liberation regarding her sexuality, economic needs, and citizenship.  
Dahee, Seonyoung, and Hyunah’s narratives reveal that their decision for the voluntary 
enrollment in the U.S. army was made at the intersection of ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, 
and legal status. They had been expected to perform a gendered social norm shaped by 
patriarchal and heteronormative beliefs, and their decision that went against their parents’ 
expectations was unwelcomed. Combined with South Koreans’ perception of military service, 
which is supposed to be a man’s job, the parents of the three undocumented Korean females 
were embarrassment about their daughters’ choice to sign up for the MAVNI program.  
 
Time in the Military as an Opportunity to Explore the “Real America” 
In addition to their desire for resolving their legal status, practicing or resisting the given 
gendered role expectation, and acquiring financial and welfare benefits, I found that some 
MAVNI applicants considered their enlistment in the U.S. military an opportunity to expand 
their experience and understanding about the U.S. society. As 1.5-generation immigrants, mostly 
raised in Korean ethnic communities, many of my research collaborators expressed their sense of 
deficiency in understanding the language and culture of the United States. Most of them spoke 
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fluent English and had received a K-12 education in the United States but still found certain 
barriers in their everyday lives in getting along with their peer group, understanding memes and 
examples in their college classes, and being successful candidates in the job market. As a result, 
they sometimes described themselves as “fresh off the boat” (FOB), someone who just arrived in 
a new country, even after residing in the States for at least a decade or more. Furthermore, some 
of them explained their situation by using an old Korean proverb, “a frog in a well,” meaning 
they had been stuck in the Korean ethnic community, not knowing that a bigger or different 
world existed outside the ethnic enclave. However, at the same time, they were aware they could 
enlist in the U. S. army through the MAVNI program because they had maintained their 
Koreaness such as Korean language proficiency and knowledge about contemporary Korean 
society. 
 Jiho was a college student from Fairfax county, Virginia, and his decision to join the 
MAVNI program was initially to gain U. S. citizenship. But he said he also found the program 
attractive because he wanted to learn more about the U.S. culture. He expected that the 4-year at 
military would help him do this.   
Jiho: I haven’t had a chance to live with miguk saram [“Americans” in Korean]. So it’s I 
will finally get to learn how they live and what they talk about.  
Author: But you have many friends who are from here, don’t you? 
Jiho: Yeah, but they’re mostly kyop'o [“Korean Americans” in Korean]. I want to know 
how chintcha miguk saram [“real Americans”] hang out. Still, I often don’t understand 
their [American kids’] jokes or know about things like films or television shows they 
watched as children. There have been so many moments I felt like I was a “FOB,” and 
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wanted to break it. Military camp life will make it happen, finally. […] I want to know 
how the majority of this country lives. The more I know about them, the better I will be 
able do in the job market in the future.  
Author: I see. So when you say chintcha miguk saram, you don’t mean the Korean 
American kids, but… 
Jiho: I mean the white kids. 
During the interview, Jiho brought up two different categories— kyop'o kids and chintcha miguk 
saram. Kyop'o is a Korean term that refers to overseas Koreans who immigrated to other 
countries or were born into a Korean immigrant family. Thus, in Jiho’s narrative, the term kyop'o 
kids indicate his friends who are Korean Americans, that is, second- or third-generation Korean 
immigrants. Although those friends were born and raised in the United States, Jiho did not regard 
them “Americans.” For him, as shown at the end of the dialogue above, real Americans meant 
Caucasians. Jiho’s racialized recognition of who is American is not new. Many scholars have 
argued that though Asians had been regarded as undesirable, inassimilable, and foreigners 
excluded from becoming naturalized U. S. citizens, the perception that “Americans” refers only 
to “whites” has been widely spread and internalized among people of color (Espiritu, 2001; 
Lowe, 1996). By calling whites American and making their culture and lifestyle a reference, 
Jiho’s narrative repeated the racialized perception of such membership.    
 If Jiho’s motivation for joining the U. S. military included the racial binary of “white the 
American” versus “Asian Americans the foreign,” Mihyun’s expectation for her upcoming camp 
life was more associated with experiencing another world outside of her ethnic community.  
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[I applied for the MAVNI program] because I thought it’d bring more benefits than just 
the package [money and healthcare] itself. I will get a better understanding about people 
from different backgrounds. […] It’s said that Queens and New York City are pretty 
diverse places, but I’ve mostly spent my time with Koreans in Flushing. It was the same 
in college. Perhaps it’s because I didn’t have a dorm life but commuted from home? I 
don’t know. Anyway, I don’t want to be left like “a frog in a well.” I want to see what’s 
going on outside K-town. Once I’m admitted to a training camp, I will spend the entire 
day with people from everywhere, like those from different hometowns, of different 
races, different religions. I know I should explore the other side of the world. It’s a 
chance.     
Different from Jiho, Mihyun did not have a specific desire to learn more about the cultural norm 
or lifestyle of whites but was eager to explore more diverse people in general. “A frog in a well,” 
which she mentioned, is an old Korean proverb that describes someone becoming narrow-
minded and shortsighted due to the lack of experiencing differences and diversity in one’s 
society. Mihyun, who had lived in Koreatown in Flushing, Queens, attended a Korean church, 
and entered a college where many Korean Americans and international Korean students were 
enrolled, wanted to expand her experience and understanding about people from different 
backgrounds, and when she found out that the MAVNI program was open to DACA recipients, 
she thought enlisting would be a good opportunity to realize her dream. 
 Furthermore, developing English proficiency was another factor commonly mentioned by 
my interviewees who signed up for MAVNI program. Particularly, for those who were already in 
their mid-teens when they entered the United States, English still felt like a foreign language. 
Although they did not have difficulty in speaking English, they often said their English was 
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imperfect.  Yet my interviewees’ situation of immigrating to the United States in the end of their 
childhood was advantageous, considering that only foreign nationals were eligible for the 
MAVNI program, including DACA recipients, who spoke certain foreign languages fluently. 
MAVNI applicants must pass an oral exam after they pass the written exam consisting of 
mathematics, science, literacy, etc. For the oral exam, applicants have to answer the examiner’s 
questions on various issues in a specific language—in their case Korean—over the phone. 
According to my interviewees, the questions varied but were mostly about South Korea’s 
economy, society, or politics. For instance, one of my informants was asked questions about the 
current relationship between South Korea and North Korea in association to the United States’ 
role. Others received questions about South Korea’s political issues such as about the woman 
president who was later impeached, or about the country’s economic conditions. The length of 
the oral exam differed depending on each applicant, but mostly it took about forty minutes to an 
hour. Youngjae from New Jersey told me that the oral exam was stressful as it required him to 
both speak Korean fluently and be aware of contemporary Korean society.  
It was intense. When I entered the small room [provided by the U.S. military for the oral 
exam], there was nothing there but a table and phone. Soon a bell rang and then a man 
asked me questions in Korean over the phone. He was a native Korean speaker for sure. 
He asked if I knew who the president of South Korea was [at that time] and what her 
background was;  he probably wanted to know if I knew she was a daughter of a former 
dictator. I felt it was tricky at first because I was wondering if he wanted to check my 
political preference, and whether I supported her or not. That could probably have been 
part of what they wanted to test, but later I realized he was more interested in evaluating 
my proficiency… I think he wanted to see how polished my words were, what level of 
136 
 
[Korean] vocabulary I used. [Author: And you did it well.]  I was already 15-years-old 
when I left Korea. I used to think I was at a disadvantage that I came to the States late 
because I spoke English less fluently. Yet I’m still hanging in there. […] But the situation 
allowed me to keep speaking Korean. I communicated with my parents because I’m the 
oldest of their children who speaks Korean perfectly and I’ve also had part-time jobs in 
Korean restaurants and bars working with Korean uncles and aunties. It’s interesting; 
who knew the situation that I felt rather resentful about brought me more advantages? I 
felt I was lucky almost for the first time in my life. 
Describing how the oral exam was conducted, Yongjae reflected on how his dissatisfaction about 
his English proficiency and his situation that allowed him to remain more attached to Korean 
community had unexpectedly brought benefits. In the interview with me, he mentioned his hope 
for strengthening his English skills, meeting more new people, and expanding his point of view 
of the world like Jiho and Mihyun. He also regarded the Korean community as a place where he 
could improve his life. However, throughout the evaluation process in the MAVNI program, he 
realized that all the conditions that made him feel stuck in the Korean community, such as his 
role as interpreter for his parents and his part-time jobs under the table in Korean shops, turned 
out to be valuable in passing the exam. That is, not only he was fluent in Korean but also he 
spoke Korean to his family or for work. He said while he worked in the Korean restaurants and 
bars and was paid under the table before DACA was announced, he was exposed to the latest 
issues in South Korea during his breaks or lunch hours with the owners or mid-aged Korean 
women who worked there. Yongjae said that older Koreans also talked about issues in the 
Korean American community or the U. S. society but usually they enjoyed chatting about what 
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was happening in South Korea. When it came to his oral exam, he recalled what he had heard 
about politics in South Korea and could easily answer the questions from the examiner.  
As introduced earlier, the MAVNI program recruits foreign nationals and provides U.S. 
citizenship in exchange for the applicants’ “language and cultural skills.” Jiho, Mihyun, and 
Yongjae shared a sense of regret in not becoming more familiar or closer to the other cultures or 
languages in the United States, but ironically, having spent the majority of their life in the 
Korean immigrant community, they were able to apply for the MAVNI program and pass the 
screening. Appreciating the announcement of the MAVNI program and feeling “lucky” for the 
first time after worrying they would be stuck in their ethnic community, they were now dreaming 
of a new future, a positive future that their enlistment would bring. 
 
From a Criminal and Illegal to a Patriot and Savior  
For the undocumented young adult Korean immigrants, enlistment was also an endeavor 
to rehabilitate their honor tarnished by society due to anti-immigration discourse. The United 
States’ long practice of honoring veterans as heroes and patriots who protect its citizens from 
national threats from external “terrorists” and “vice,” activated the undocumented young adults’ 
beliefs in the status they could automatically gain by joining the U. S. military. Discourse, 
activities, and social norms in Korea that valorize a person who is doing or has completed 
military duty, the undocumented Korean young adults received multiple messages that legitimize 
the privilege of being a veteran. The brochures and personnel at the U. S. recruitment center 
were also mediators strengthening this ideology. The literature and recruiters appealed to the 
undocumented Korean young adults because their vulnerability and isolation felt like the 
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proverbial Achilles heel. They hoped that the MAVNI program would not only grant them legal 
citizenship, but also bring them honor through appreciation of their service to safeguard the 
United States. Before joining the MAVNI program, they had been struggling with the disgraceful 
label of “being illegal” attached to them. Many of them mentioned that nobody could condemn 
them as “irresponsible immigrants,” “job stealers,” or “parasite people” once they completed 
their military service. All they wanted was to be respected and accepted as a member of the U.S. 
society, equal to others. For instance, when Hyunsu from Los Angeles entered the recruitment 
center, he was still not sure if he really wanted to apply for the MAVNI program’s four-year-
long military service requirement because the length of time sounded too long. He was 24-years-
old and wanted to experience diverse things during his 20s rather than spending it in the army. 
He said, what motivated him to make the final decision was the recruiter’s comment on “our 
nation.” He said: 
 The recruiter was also a Korean immigrant. He looked confident and spoke clearly about 
the “our nation” and called the United States “my country.” I’ve always thought this 
country as my country, but I also always felt like it was kind of forbidden because I felt I 
didn’t deserve to do so. Somehow, after I talked with him, I started thinking that MAVNI 
would bond miguk [the United States] and me, that it would tie us together with a string. I 
imagined myself calling this country “my country” to someone with confidence like he 
did. It made me feel I might be able to live like others, the other ordinary people.  
Hyunsu was 6-years-old when he entered the United States with his parents. He received a K-12 
education in Southern California and all of his major childhood memories were based on those in 
the United States. He learned the history of the country, familiarized himself with its rules and 
culture, and considered himself as a member of the U. S. society. However, knowing his legal 
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status, even after learning it, Hyunsu did not felt he was a valued member. The recruiter who was 
sure that he belonged to the country impressed Hyunsu. That moment convinced him that his 
sense of deficiency about membership in the U.S. society would be resolved once he joined the 
army. His hope was simple. He wanted to live like “the other ordinary people” who call the 
United States their country. 
 Many applicants’ belief in the effect of military service was also influenced by their 
cultural representation and everyday experiences. MAVNI applicants were well aware of the 
material benefits that their time in the service would bring, and they also knew about the cultural 
recognition. For instance, many of them mentioned the annual Veterans’ Day events and related 
commercials. They commonly voiced certain expressions or terms such as “appreciation,” 
“respect,” and “welcoming” often related to those events and commercial. These, they felt, were 
what they would not be able to receive unless they joined the military. However, they realized 
that appreciation, respect, and a sense of welcome would not only be given from the media 
through the commercials and television shows, but also from their everyday experiences. For 
instance, Jinha said, 
Jinha: I commute back and forth between New Jersey and Long Island city transferring at 
the Port Authority [bus terminal] twice a day. I often see young soldiers in uniform 
waiting for the train or bus there. Senior citizens, the elderly whites, sometimes 
approached them and hold out their hand for a handshake, saying things like “Thank you, 
gentleman. I appreciate your dedication to this country.” I’ve seen it several times, 
seriously.  
Author: How did you feel when you saw this? 
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Jinha: I was a bit cautious because I thought the senior citizens might be the folks who 
hang the Stars and Stripes in their window. They definitely wouldn’t like folks like me 
[the undocumented]. But what if I become the person in a uniform? Now I can be the one 
who hears the words of appreciation from them. It’s a dramatic shift that you can't 
experience in any other way.  
Jinha’s narrative reveals the institutionalized effect on how veterans are treated in U. S. society. 
The contradictory description of “white male senior citizens” who do not welcome 
undocumented immigrants, support their rallies, and welcome the government’s exclusionary 
policy decision well symbolized what Jinha had experienced in terms of tension and conflict. As 
much as Jinha had felt nervous about those people, the moment the white male senior citizen 
uttered his words of gratitude to the young man in the military uniform, he imagined that in the 
future he would be also welcomed and appreciated by the very people who had marked him—
and his fellow undocumented immigrants—as the enemy. He called it a “dramatic shift.” It 
indicated here is his new life, a life free from accusations of being a criminal and instead 
respected by other Americans, even the conservatives.  
At the same time, my informants trust in a brighter future that the military service 
guarantees also stemmed from the memories they have about the meaning of military service in 
Korea. Their memories were based on family conversations, media representation, and personal 
experience. For instance, Sangwon from Annandale, Virginia, had vivid memories about how the 
soldiers were treated in his childhood in Korea, and that it continues. 
Serving one’s duty in the military is such an important thing in Korea. I remember I had a 
“letter writing to uncle soldier” exercise when I was an elementary school student back in 
Korea. We personally didn't know the men but still we wrote to them to show we 
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appreciated their work. I mean, the school [teacher] made us write one so I did (laugh). 
[...] Once someone is completes his military service, he becomes untouchable—nobody 
can make fun of him because he’s a person who sacrificed years for our country, right? 
So he is protected from attacks from others. 
The state-initiated rituals in post-war Korea such as ordering K-12 students to write hand-written 
letters to young males completing their compulsory military service in the 1980s and 1990s also 
remained in his memory. For him, a young man who diligently keeps up with contemporary 
Korean culture through Korean soap dramas and K-pop online, the responsibility as well as 
privilege that young males of Korea encounter in terms of the military service is clear. Coupled 
with what he has been informed and reminded of by his close Korean community, such as the 
Korean church he attends and his family and neighbors, his understanding about the sociocultural 
benefits veterans can obtain has been sustained since his childhood in Korea.  
 Hyunsu, Jinha, and Sangwon’s narratives indicate that the social stigma and discourse on 
undocumented immigrants describing them as underserving of equal membership in the United 
States, played a role in their enlistment. In this process, cultural products such as television 
commercials and their letter-writing activities as school children in Korea, which represented 
military service as a mandatory patriotic act and people involved in the military as honorable and 
respected citizens, also strongly influenced the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults to 






Undocumented Korean Young Adults’ Future Made Possible by the U.S. Military  
In meeting with most of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults throughout 
my research, I witnessed how their language of self-identification was transformed. Whereas 
they were hopeful for their future between 2012 and 2015 when DACA was first implemented, 
they felt disappointed when the U. S. Supreme Court announced the 4-4 split decision on the 
expanded DACA to protect the undocumented with wider age range and DAPA for the parents 
of the DACA recipients in June, 2016. In that year, which was the last year of former President 
Barak Obama’s administration that had announced DACA, and also the year when the 
Republican party actively spread anti-immigration discourse during the presidential election 
campaign, the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults’ sense of despair and anxiety 
rapidly increased. It was at this time when I heard the undocumented Korean immigrant young 
adults start to talk about a new way to secure their hope and future, a path to U. S. citizenship 
through their participation in the military program.  
It was not only Minho who called the MAVNI program magic. Both undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults who signed up for the program, and the others who had not 
applied for it but knew about it, had told me that the MAVNI program would be magic, a 
miracle, or a blessing that could happen to the undocumented. Obviously that rhetoric meant 
there was no other way for the undocumented young adults to have a chance for citizenship but 
to enlist to escape the shackles of being undocumented in the United States. In other words, as a 
result of the continuous anti-immigration policy and discourse, people were more likely to take it 
for granted that there would be no other legal and social solution regarding the undocumented 
population. The MAVNI program was considered a golden opportunity. While many of my 
former research collaborators either started the enlistment process or were considering it, 
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Wankyu, one of the undocumented Korean activists from Los Angeles, shared his complicated 
feeling about the situation.  
Now it’s absorbing all the progressive conversations. The long effort of organizing a 
community is getting taken by this MAVNI stuff. I feel resentful, resentful about this 
county. Why do they encourage the young folks to be soldiers while they look away from 
the way to fix this broken immigration system? […] How do I dare  criticize the 
undocumented folks who apply for this program [MAVNI] though… It’s not their fault. I 
can’t say that this miserable reality would be better than the military camp for them.  
As Wankyu’s lament reveals, not only I but also many immigrant rights activists were witnessing 
how MAVNI had become the key to U. S. citizenship in undocumented Korean communities. 
Among the MAVNI program applicants, there was several people who were formerly passionate 
activists like Shinwoo. Shinwoo said he ended up choosing the military because he felt more 
helpless, the more he involved in the activism. When I talked over him for the last time before he 
was shipped to the camp for the basic training, he said, “I don’t want to see my fate is got under 
the politicians’ thumbs.” After several months of service, he received the U. S. citizenship and 
now he is processing the sponsor visa for their parents so that their undocumented parents can 
legally become the U. S. citizens as well. Among many other “war zone” where the MAVNI 
program send the soldiers, he was selected to be sent to South Korea as he had wished. He was 
able to visit his mother country for the first time in 12 years in the end of 2016. He could also 
make family reunion possible by meeting his extended family in Korea on behalf of his parents 
who were still stuck in Los Angeles. Shinwoo, who left Korea due to his parents’ bankruptcy 
during the national economic crisis in late 1990s and had lived as the undocumented in the 
United States, is now a part of the U. S. Armed Forces in Korea, who has been “protecting” 
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Korea from the possible threat of the war and terror by North Korea. In spite of the un-ended 
violent history of the U. S. armed forces in the Korean peninsula, such as the deprivation of 
South Korea’s military sovereignty, concealment of dumping toxic chemical waste, and 
dismissal of sexual crimes by their soldiers, for Shinwoo, the existence of the U. S. armed forces 
was beneficial. It allowed him to return to this mother country, which has been a forbidden land 
for him for a long time. Now he was convinced even more that MAVNI is magic because only 
MAVNI made it possible for him gain U. S. citizenship, solve the problem of this parents’ 
vulnerable legal status, enjoy both physical and socio-economical mobility, and continue to 
dream of a better future with confidence. In my research I found that many other undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults felt the same way as Shinwoo.   
In this chapter, I argued that the predicament the undocumented Korean immigrant young 
adults experience exposes the unspoken intersections of the past and present: the Cold War 
regime and the militarized modernity of South Korea, and the neoliberal and U. S imperialist 
immigration system in the global era. Specifically, I found that the undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults passionately chose to enroll the U. S. military through the MAVNI 
program due to motivating factors shaped by four crucial elements: (a) having parents who 
legitimize the undocumented Korean’s participation in the military service based on their 
memories of compulsory system in post-Korean War society; (b) internalizing the white 
supremacist ideology that considers only white citizens as authentic members of U. S. society; 
(c) wanting to recover their honor from being stigmatized as a criminal and illegal aliens; (d) and 
realizing that more favorable immigration reform for the undocumented immigrants would 
unlikely happen in the near future.  
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The undocumented Korean immigrant young adults, precariously situated in the United 
States, considered their participation in the MAVNI program, which aimed to sustain the United 
States’ supremacy around the globe, reveals that the unchanging imperial immigration system 
that traces the undocumented-military trajectory. The undocumented Korean immigrant young 
adults introduced in my research were born and raised at the end of the Cold War (Kim, 2010). 
Whereas the Korean War is in the seemingly past, the undocumented Korean MAVNI 
applicants’ narratives show that the imperial and nationalistic military project for U. S. 
prosperity is strongly influenced by its connection with the complicated transnational 
experiences and patriotic aspirations of these new recruits, who are the next generation in the 
post-Cold War era. Thus, the MAVNI program is not a magic that unexpectedly burst onto the 
lives of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. Rather, it is a result of the legacy of 
the Cold War and the U. S. imperialism, both of which have been ingrained and carved in our 
everyday lives but has just recently broken the surface. Chronicling the un-ending U. S. regime 
that aims to sustain its supremacy around the globe through militarization for citizenship for 
disadvantaged undocumented young adults is thus necessary to unpack and decolonize the 
shadow of the un-ended Cold War. 
After the presidential election finished in 2017, President Donald Trump and certain 
Republican politicians, including U. S. Representative Jeff Denham, mentioned that 
undocumented immigrants will be allowed to stay in the states under one condition. According to 
a press release, it would be the Encourage New Legalized Immigrants to Start Training 
(ENLIST) Act, which would create a legal status pathway for some undocumented immigrants 
who serve in the military (Renee, 2017).  Several months later, Trump canceled DACA and each 
party started suggesting new Act that could replace DACA. Both of the newly proposed 
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legislation, the DREAM Act 2017 from Democrats and the Succeed Act from the Republicans, 
however, contain elements that encourage undocumented young adult to serve in the U. S. 
military. The request for the undocumented immigrant young adults to join the military program 
in exchange for U. S. citizenship tenaciously aims to utilize the labor and sacrifice of young 
immigrants in order to sustain U. S. global supremacy. In doing so, not only the United States 
disciplines the immigrants to internalize the value of U. S. citizenship at a cost, but also governs 
the existing U. S. citizens to believe that only certain people deserve citizenship. Paying attention 
to the effect of the proliferation of militarized citizenship, I will continue to trace the trials and 
practice of U. S. imperialism through the experiences of the undocumented Korean immigrant 













CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 
 
 Currently in the United States there are 192,000 undocumented Koreans, making them 
the eighth largest undocumented population in the country; however, government policies and 
media representations largely focusing on Latinx immigrants obfuscates the fact that Asians also 
make up this large portion of the undocumented community. In fact, one out of seven Korean 
immigrants are undocumented and they—along with other Asians immigrants—have been often 
described as a model minority due to their political docility and educational achievement. Even 
in the academy, research on undocumented Asian immigrants has been relatively limited, 
compared to the studies on Latinx immigrants. Yet, this does not mean that undocumented 
Koreans have remained silent in the current immigration debate. Undocumented Korean 
immigrant youth especially have been strong activists in questioning the country’s exclusionary 
immigration system since the early 2000s. In doing so, they have problematized the racialized 
frames of citizenship and raised awareness about undocumented Asian immigrants.  
 My dissertation asked how working-class, undocumented Korean immigrant young adults 
are challenging the U. S. government’s exclusionary immigration policies and navigating the 
country’s anti-immigration rhetoric through their various practices regarding education, activism, 
and military service. I also asked how they are experiencing their lives characterized by racial 
discrimination, ethnic background, economic want, and legal instability. This research draws on 
four years (between 2013 to 2017) of doctoral research on the undocumented Korean immigrant 
young adults. Drawing upon ethnographic research in Chicago, Los Angeles, New York, and 
Virginia with12 in-depth interviews, I argued that their struggles and challenges cannot be 
understood apart from the exclusive immigration system.  
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 Locating the undocumented invisible Korean box as a main frame to understand the way 
in which the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults interpret the given restrictions and 
challenge the barriers through various practices, I investigated their narratives from transnational 
perspectives that emphasize the pre-immigration background of the undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults in addition to their post-immigration experiences. I paid specific 
attention to their narratives as the link to three subjects— education, activism, and military 
service. Although these three subjects at first seemed unrelated to each other, I found their 
narratives on education, activism, and military service consistently correlated. For instance, the 
main venue consists of the three subjects through which the undocumented Korean immigrant 
young adults project their hope for making their future better, that is, to create or recover the 
ruptured bond between the state and the young adults themselves — in other words, to 
reconstruct their shinbun in the United States, the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults 
practiced various strategies that I focused on throughout the six chapters of my dissertation. 
In Chapter 1, I introduced the present conditions of undocumented Korean immigrant 
young adults regarding the size, background, and their major concerns and struggles in the 
United States. Inspired by one of my research participant’s narratives, I selected the frames of 
my research, which are undocumented Korean box and shinbun, and described why it is 
appropriate to center my argument on the transnational perspectives in my research to understand 
the narratives of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults in the States. In addition, I 
proposed the overall contents of my dissertation, including the three major topics of education, 
activism, and military service. 
Chapter 2 consisted of theories and previous researches that my dissertation research is 
grounded on. Three major themes emerged: 1) the post-war South Korean society (1952 to 
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current) in relation to the wave of globalization and its impact on Korean families; 2) two 
representative U. S. immigration policies on undocumented immigrant young adults, the 
DREAM Act and DACA; and c) the unique positionality of the undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults in public discourse and academic research among those on 
undocumented Latinx young adults, which make up the most largest undocumented group in the 
United States. Using Korean studies, education and immigration policy studies, and ethnic 
studies, I analyzed the complicated experiences of the undocumented Korean immigrant young 
adults.  
In Chapter 3, I discussed my research methodology. Considering that my research was 
conducted with first-generation immigrants who are young adults with unlawful residency status, 
I paid attention to the risk as well as the contributions of practicing a qualitative research 
methodology in my dissertation research project. I also addressed how and why a qualitative 
research methodology fits my research as it links the effects of capturing the issue of 
intersectionality. In addition, I revealed the dilemmas and challenges that I myself experienced as 
a researcher who is neither young adults or an undocumented immigrants.  
 Chapter 4 introduced my main data analysis on the educational experiences of 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. I revealed how education as global cultural 
capital is valued in Korean society and how it affects the undocumented Korean immigrant 
family in the process of moving to the United States. At the same time, I discussed how 
educational achievement was considered as evidence to prove one’s deservingness to reside in 
the States as a lawful member among the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. In 
doing so, I unpacked the way in which the value of education is shaped by race, ethnicity, class, 
and legal status and how these factors intersect.  
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 In chapter 5, I argued the political participation of the undocumented Korean immigrant 
young adults through their activism requesting the U. S. government to fix the broken 
immigration system. While I analyzed how the recent policies such as DREAM Act and DACA 
were  proposed or announced through the undocumented immigrant young adults’ relentless 
efforts, I also pointed out how the policies continue to strengthen the frame of the ideal youth-
citizen through its mechanism of sorting out good immigrants versus bad immigrants. I also 
highlighted the impact that DACA has had in promoting the political participation of 
undocumented Korean immigrant young adults and the potential challenges that will continue to 
arise under President Trump’s administration.  
 In Chapter 6, I addressed the recent phenomenon, which is the undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults’ participation in the U.S. military program entitled MAVNI. I 
particularly examine how the hopeless and futureless situations that the young adults have 
constantly faced for a long time has led some of them to choose to join the MAVNI program in 
exchange of legal and cultural citizenship. I also argued how the state and Korean families’ 
legitimization of war and militarism have affected undocumented Korean immigrants’ beliefs in 
and decisions to participate in MAVNI in the context of both South Korean and U.S. history. 
 To this day, immigration system remains unclear to undocumented immigrant young 
adults. Immigration discourse has increased especially during the Trump during recent years. My 
research participants’ efforts to achieve a more humane condition in which to live their lives 
without the fear of deportation and being outcasts are underway. My dissertation contributes to a 
shortage in research on the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults by filling this gap and 
conveying the voice of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. Specifically, the case 
of the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults reveals how much the discourse on 
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undocumented immigrants is racialized in the United States and the ways in which it is 
strengthened or reproduced by the myth of model minority in misrepresenting the experiences of 
the undocumented Korean and Asian immigrant young adults. The undocumented Korean 
immigrant young adults were well aware of this strategy and try to practice their agency by 
utilizing the discourse to persuade the conservatives inside and outside of the ethnic community 
or resisting the frame so that they would not be seduced by it. However, in spite of their efforts 
to overcome or challenge the structural and cultural restrictions that confined them as ideal 
youth-citizens who deserve to reside lawfully in the United States, some of them have chosen to 
join the U. S. military in exchange for legal and cultural citizenship after observing the 
unchanging nature of the exclusive immigration policy. This decision was strongly in connection 
with the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults’ sense of deprivation as well as being at 
the age that makes them feel the state of hopelessness and futurelessness in their lives due to 
their legal status. After they exerted tremendous efforts to be recognized as equal members of the 
society through education and activism, they found there still would not be a better life as 
promised, and thus the military program attracted some of them. Their Korean norm and culture 
played a role in justifying or encouraging their participation in the military service as it is 
considered a rite of passage, particularly for young males, to serve in the military in relation to 
the conscription program aroused by Cold War. However, this does not mean that the newly 
introduced military program is absorbing all the undocumented Korean immigrant young adults. 
Rather, their struggles and trials to resolve the given restrictions continue. The undocumented 
Korean immigrant young adults’ participation in the activism is expanding.  
  In introduction of this dissertation, I shared Sunhee’s story. When I met her in 
Koreatown in Los Angeles in 2016, she was still in the closet. She was a young and talented 
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writer educator mentoring underrepresented students. Having many passionate undocumented 
Korean immigrant activists near her, she attended many activism-related events, but she was 
generally known as a supporter as she did not officially come out through her public speeches or 
interviews with the media. However, for the past years, she has changed. She came out to her 
friends, colleagues, church members, and community through Facebook right after the President 
Trump was elected. She revealed she was an undocumented Korean immigrant who did not stand 
with the U. S. anti-immigration policy and discourse. In her blog she updated posts about her 
opinions, statements, and personal stories surrounding the fluctuating U. S. immigration policy 
and composed and recorded a song, entitled “DREAMer,” which she performs. Now she is 
giving speeches and performing at rallies and public events on the street, at universities, and 
through the media. Observing some of her old friends who have resigned from activism due to 
the aggregated fatigue and disappointment caused by the unchanging policies, she is constantly 
continuing her life, wanting to play a role as one of the change makers in this country. My 
responsibility will be to keep supporting her and many others like Sunhee on their journey as a 
friend, sister, colleague, and researcher and document their voices. In this way, I will produce 
new knowledge of the undocumented Korean immigrant youth so their efforts and struggles 
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APPENDIX A: TIMELINE OF FIELD RESEARCH 
 
Time Place Activity 
06.2013-08.2013 Mostly conducted my research 
in Los Angeles, CA and then 
visited Washington DC, 
Virginia, North Carolina, 
Georgia, and Texas for the 
DREAM Riders Across 
America 2013 
Participant observation 
08.2013-09.2013 Chicago, IL Participant observation 
06.2014-08.2014 Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
CA 
Participant observation 
11.2014 New York Participant observation  
03.2015 Illinois, Michigan, New York  Participant observation  
06.2015-08.2015 Mostly conducted my research 
in Los Angeles and then visited 
Nevada, Washington DC, 
Virginia, North Carolina, 
Alabama, Georgia, and Texas 
for the DREAM Riders Across 
America 2015 
Participant observation 
08.2015-09.2016 Chicago, IL Participant observation 
12.2015-5.2016 New York, Virginia Participant observation and 
in-depth interview 
05.2016-08.2016 Los Angeles, CA Participant observation and 
in-depth interview 
05.2016-08.2017 Los Angeles, CA Participant observation and 
follow-up interview 
12.2017 Washington DC and Virginia Participant observation and 
follow-up interview 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
